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  Chapter 1:
I Can’t Break a Promise to a Child


   


  THE SUN BURNED, and cicada songs pierced the skies.


  In a classroom on the second floor of Sunrise Middle School, Chen Mingxu stood at the podium wearing a sweat-soaked shirt. He gripped a large triangle ruler as he delivered his lesson. The air was so hot it seemed to bubble; the ceiling fan spun with a loud whir, but the breeze stirred by it was broiling. Beneath the fan, his pupils were ready to doze off. He couldn’t contain his irritation.


  “Eyes on the blackboard.” Noticing one girl in the third row, he frowned slightly, then rapped harder at the board with his ruler. “Are you listening to me? Eyes on the blackboard!”


  A few students started from the beginnings of their naps and widened their sleepy eyes, forcing themselves to focus on the board. However, the girl didn’t seem to hear him at all. Her head remained bowed as she doodled with her pencil. 


  She had a pretty, innocent face and a childish air about her that made her quite adorable. With her upright posture and demure demeanor, she would have seemed like the kind of obedient pupil that teachers loved—had she not been ignoring her teacher at that very moment.


  The furrow in Chen Mingxu’s brow deepened as he continued his lesson. “The first angle and the second angle are congruent, and the third angle is 108 degrees—”


  He was almost done reading the problem, but she showed no sign of lifting her head. Chen Mingxu’s repressed anger flared, and he slammed the triangle against the desk. Plastic met wood with a loud bang. The noise made the whole class flinch as one, and the roar that followed filled the air with tension.


  “Sang Zhi!”


  Hearing her name, Sang Zhi raised her head and stared at Chen Mingxu for a moment before she put her pencil down and rose to her feet.


  “What did I just say?” Chen Mingxu asked, keeping a tight leash on his temper.


  Sang Zhi looked at the drawing on the board. “The fourth angle is seventy-two degrees.”


  Chen Mingxu was used to her ever-ready good-student act, but this time, he wasn’t fooled. He banged the ruler against the desk again and sneered. “I haven’t reached that part!”


  Sang Zhi sensed things getting out of hand. “So, you called on me because…?”


  “Why do you think I did?”


  Sang Zhi mused for a few seconds. “You don’t know how to do it?”


  Chen Mingxu stared at her.


  “And you called on me so I could show you?” Sang Zhi con­tinued.


  A question mark all but drew itself over her teacher’s head.


  “I see.” Sang Zhi studied the blackboard, her expression understanding. “Since angles one and two are congruent, line AB is parallel to line CD. When the lines are parallel, their consecutive interior angles are supplementary, so—”


  “If you’re so clever,” Chen Mingxu snapped, his patience finally gone, “why don’t you come teach instead of me?!”


  Sang Zhi seemed baffled by his interruption, and she gawked for a moment. “But…I can’t steal your job.”


  Silence fell over the class for three seconds before everyone burst into laughter.


  “Quiet! All of you, quiet!” Chen Mingxu shouted, his fury at its peak.


  The faces of the half-grown children remained full of mirth. The classroom turned as noisy as a wet market, some boys in the last row shouting out quips through their giggles.


  “That’s a great idea, sir! Let Sang Zhi teach us!”


  “Does that mean we don’t have to do our homework?”


  “Can I stop coming to school?”


  “Be quiet!” Chen Mingxu growled. He turned to Sang Zhi again. “Sang Zhi,” he said, breathing heavily in his attempt to get his emotions under control—but at last his anger at her won out, and he bellowed, “Get someone from your family to come see me tomorrow!”


   


  ***


   


  When the bell rang to signal the end of class, Chen Mingxu marched stone-faced out of the room without a second glance. It was the final period, so most of the students had already packed their things and were scrambling to leave. Sang Zhi’s friend Yin Zhenru ran over to her as soon as the bell went off.


  “Why’d you make old Baldy mad again? Don’t you know he loves to make people bring their families in? Your mom’s been here twice this month, and we’re not even halfway through.”


  “I don’t know what set him off,” Sang Zhi said as she stuffed her notebook into her bag and yanked the zipper closed.


  “Seriously?” Yin Zhenru’s eyes widened.


  “Well, I answered him, didn’t I?” Sang Zhi muttered.


  “With that snotty little reply?” Yin Zhenru scoffed. “And ‘I can’t steal your job’? If I were him, I’d probably want to hit you too.”


  “Then you’re just as unreasonable as him!”


  “Okay, but for real, why don’t you listen in class? Especially when you keep getting caught.”


  “Doesn’t Baldy’s droning make you sleepy?” Sang Zhi pulled her bag over her shoulder and yawned. “If I tried to listen instead of doing something else, I’d fall asleep for sure.”


  Logical. Yin Zhenru had no rebuttal to that. She was about to continue when she caught sight of the boys standing at the school gate out of the corner of her eye. “By the way,” she said instead, “do you wanna go to the bookstore?”


  Sang Zhi shot her a look. “What for?”


  “Fu Zhengchu asked, along with some guys from Class Six. We can go together.”


  “What for?” Sang Zhi repeated.


  “They said they want to…” Yin Zhenru paused. “Uh, buy Rocks Notes?”


  Sang Zhi stared. What in the world were Rocks Notes? She thought about it for a few seconds. “Wait, do you mean CliffsNotes?”


  “Yup, uh-huh, those. Wanna go?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?” Yin Zhenru bumped her shoulder. “Fu Zhengchu’s pretty cute,” she said meaningfully as they walked out of the classroom together.


  Sang Zhi pulled her face into an odd expression. “You should go to the hospital and get your eyes checked.”


  “Hey, what’s wrong with my eyes? I’m not the only one who thinks so! Lots of people find him cute!”


  Sang Zhi nodded. “You should all go together then,” she suggested. Yin Zhenru rolled her eyes.


  After saying her piece, Sang Zhi pulled her phone from her backpack. She hesitated over the message window, then sent her brother, Sang Yan, a text:


  Gege,1 you haven’t been home in so long. When are you back? Could you come home tomorrow? I really miss you! TAT


  “You’re really not going?” Yin Zhenru said, disappointed. She hadn’t noticed Sang Zhi texting.


  “Nope.”


  “They’re all waiting at the school gate…”


  “You go if you want to,” Sang Zhi said absently. “I don’t feel like it today.”


  “Oh, because of the whole ‘bring your family to school’ thing? What’re you going to do? Maybe call your dad this time?”


  Sang Zhi shook her head. “Neither of them will come.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  Sang Zhi watched her phone, waiting for Sang Yan’s reply. “Because I won’t tell them.”


  “But if your parents don’t come, Baldy will call them.”


  “It’s fine,” said Sang Zhi. Before she could add I’ll get my brother to do it, two texts came in.


  - ?


  - Nope, can’t.


  Sang Zhi stared in disbelief.


   


  ***


   


  At the school gate, Yin Zhenru said goodbye to Sang Zhi and walked over to Fu Zhengchu. Fu Zhengchu’s face dimmed as he stared after Sang Zhi.


  “Isn’t Sang Zhi coming?” he asked, already knowing the answer.


  “She’s in a bad mood,” Yin Zhenru said with a shake of her head. “The teacher yelled at her.”


  Fu Zhengchu lifted an eyebrow. “Asked for her family again?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Fu Zhengchu blinked in amazement. Sang Zhi had almost matched his own record, which was a real blow to his pride as a genuine juvenile delinquent! He took a few seconds to collect himself before he walked toward the school.


  “Hey! Where are you going?” Liu Weiqi, one of the other boys, called out. “Aren’t we going to buy CliffsNotes?”


  At this, Fu Zhengchu stalked back over and slapped Liu Weiqi on the forehead. “I told you, you need to read more.”


  Liu Weiqi instinctively covered his head.


  “And it’s Rocks Notes, dumbass,” Fu Zhengchu said.


  Liu Weiqi’s jaw dropped.


   


  ***


   


  Elsewhere, Sang Zhi continued to text Sang Yan, bemoaning his heartlessness and complete abandonment of his thirteen-year-old sister. She was still too young to fend for herself, and here he was, leaving her all alone just for the sake of his university education.


  She waited.


  Sang Yan didn’t reply.


  She waited a little longer.


  The cruel Sang Yan still refused to respond.


  Sang Zhi’s hopes died. She climbed onto the bus home and ruminated over how to tell her parents they’d been summoned for the third time this month.


  What would she say? Maybe she could tell them that her excellence had invited the envy of her teacher, hence the summoning. Or that she misspoke in class and made him think his job was in danger. Or that her bored teacher had a lot of time on his hands, and with the hot weather, he just wanted to have her parents over for tea…


  Sang Zhi scratched her head irritably. None of those excuses would work.


  She looked up to find they’d reached her stop, so she got off and dragged her feet home. When she entered and took in the familiar setting, her scalp went numb. The words felt even harder to say now.


  The voice of her mother, Li Ping, drifted over from the kitchen. “Zhizhi? Is that you?”


  Zhizhi was Sang Zhi’s family nickname. She hummed in reply as she slowly removed her shoes. The weight of her worries distracted her from the unfamiliar pair of sneakers on the shoe rack.


  “Zhizhi, come over and help your mother,” Li Ping called out again.


  “What is it?” Sang Zhi mumbled, still pondering how to come clean.


  “Take this fruit tray to your brother’s room,” Li Ping continued as she walked out of the kitchen. “Your brother’s home—”


  “Oh… Oh?” Sang Zhi’s spirits lifted instantly, along with her tone. “Gege’s back?”


  “That’s right.”


  This unexpected development left Sang Zhi almost incredulous. An all-encompassing joy budded and bloomed inside her at once. To Sang Zhi in that moment, the cold, unfeeling, annoying Sang Yan had become a perfect brother whose icy exterior belied his warm heart.


  “Now, mind yourself when you go in,” Li Ping was saying. “Your brother brought a—”


  “Okay, I will, no problem!” Sang Zhi didn’t have the patience to let her finish. She grabbed the fruit tray and rushed toward Sang Yan’s room. “I’ve got it. I’ll get this to him right now!”


  Suddenly empty-handed, Li Ping watched Sang Zhi disappear in a wave of unusual excitement. “What’s with that girl today…?” she muttered.


  At the thought that she wouldn’t have to suffer her parents’ lectures, Sang Zhi couldn’t help but grin. She shoved Sang Yan’s door open.


  Sunlight shone into the room, brightening the wide space. A warm scent filled her nostrils, followed by the choking odor of tobacco. Involuntarily, Sang Zhi coughed. She frowned and cast her eyes around the space.


  A slim man sat on the sofa next to the computer desk, his eyes lowered to his phone. With his back against the weak light, he seemed hidden away—veiled in darkness. One of his hands rested on the arm of the sofa, while the other held a cigarette. The end of it burned scarlet.


  Though his figure was a bit like Sang Yan’s, everything else was unexpectedly unfamiliar.


  Sang Zhi’s steps paused. She blinked uncertainly, holding back the Gege on her lips.


  The man looked up. As she finally made out his appearance, her breath hitched.


  His features were well-defined, but his expression was mostly indifferent. A smile played on his lips without reaching his eyes; somehow, he seemed both warm and unapproachable. His light­brown eyes were like peach-blossom petals, their corners slightly lifted, the lids heavy and seductive.


  They were completely different from her brother’s, which were pitch-black.


  Sang Zhi’s brain short-circuited. She’d been expecting her brother, but he was nowhere to be seen. She’d found a stranger instead and didn’t know how to react. Everything seemed to freeze. Both of them stopped what they were doing.


  Not long after, the man lowered his gaze and stubbed out his cigarette in a languorous, careless motion. He seemed to have no intention of speaking. He rose silently and opened a window to air out the room.


  Sang Zhi called out in confusion: “Um, Gege?”


  The man paused at the appellation and raised an eyebrow. He stared straight at Sang Zhi, and the warm color of his peach-blossom eyes gained a tone of mischief. “Mm-hmm?” he drawled, smiling.


  This response struck Sang Zhi like a bolt of lightning. In the blink of an eye, the haze of her thoughts cleared and filled in the blanks with a clear sketch of a story: After she hadn’t seen her brother for several months, this was what he’d become. She didn’t dare to believe it. Shock turned her to stone.


  After a long pause, all she could stammer out was “Y-you…” She stopped again, gulped, and carefully finished her sentence. “You got plastic surgery?”


  The man stared at her for a moment before something seemed to occur to him. After a flash of disbelief, excitement filled his eyes. He shut them and hummed a confirmation—in a deeper voice this time.


  Sang Zhi lost her cool entirely, almost collapsing. “Mom and Dad are okay with it?”


  The man paused and licked his lips. “It’s fine as long as it looks good, isn’t it?” He sounded amused.


  His voice was clearer and smoother than Sang Yan usually sounded, and the final word lingered in a suggestive way.


  Compared to her brother’s cold, hostile timbre? Completely, utterly different. She froze again.


  “Hey, kid,” the man said with a low chuckle, “come over and see if Gege’s new face looks all right.”


  Sang Zhi suddenly sensed something awry.


  That was when she heard the door opening behind her, followed by the sound of slipper soles slapping against the floor. She turned automatically and came face-to-face with Sang Yan.


  His shoulders were broad and his waist was narrow—he’d lost a bit of weight over the past few months, but he still looked more or less the same. From his damp hair and the towel across his shoulders, he seemed to have just come out of the shower. Z Sang Zhi, the corners of his mouth lifted. He seized a fork from the tray in her hands and skewered a slice of watermelon before walking past her.


  “G-Gege,” Sang Zhi stuttered, trembling as if she’d seen a ghost.


  “What?” Sang Yan eyed her as he chewed his watermelon. “Dumb­struck by how handsome I am?”


  “I—” Sang Zhi began, but the other man interrupted her with a laugh. Sang Zhi felt compelled to look at him, flustered in a way she wasn’t used to at all.


  The sight that greeted her was brighter than the sunlight streaming in through the window. The man’s expression was open now, less uninviting than before. The ends of his eyes slanted upward, and flecks of light swam in the golden brown of his irises, reflecting the sensuous shades of spring. He was a male siren, stealing human hearts and souls with his charm.


  Sang Zhi was an easy victim; her heart skipped a beat.


  Sang Yan shot him a dirty look, assuming he was laughing at him. “Duan Jiaxu, what the—” But Sang Zhi’s presence prevented him from cursing, so he decided to change topics. He grabbed his phone and opened his messages, then waved it at Sang Zhi. The screen displayed their conversation from earlier. “What trouble are you in now, you little gremlin?”


  Sang Zhi forgot the brief stutter of her heart in an instant. “I didn’t get into any trouble!”


  “I sure hope not.” Sang Yan arched his brows at her.


  Sang Zhi hesitated. She did have a favor to ask of him, so she steeled herself and amended, “But, um, Gege, I need…”


  Sang Zhi glanced at the stranger, whose presence made it hard for her to speak, then at Sang Yan, hinting hard that she wanted to speak to him privately—a hint Sang Yan ignored.


  “Is this your sister, Sang Yan?” Duan Jiaxu asked, sounding genuinely curious.


  “Well, she’s not my daughter, is she?” Sang Yan walked over to his bed and sat down. 


  An awkward silence fell over the room.


  “Gege, who’s this?” Sang Zhi asked.


  “My college roommate, Duan Jiaxu.”


  “What, you don’t know me anymore?” Duan Jiaxu teased. “Didn’t you just call me ‘Gege’?”


  His words reminded Sang Zhi of her ridiculous assumption earlier; her calm mask cracked. 


  “Very affectionate.” Sang Yan snorted.


  Duan Jiaxu had walked over to Sang Zhi as the conversation progressed. Now in front of her, he crouched to meet her eyes. “My name is Duan Jiaxu,” he said, his gaze gentle and somehow hypnotic. “I’m your brother’s friend.”


  Sang Zhi glanced away, feeling uncomfortable. “Oh.”


  After introducing himself so formally, Duan Jiaxu turned away. “Sang Yan,” he called out, resuming his casual demeanor.


  Sang Yan didn’t even bother to look up from his phone.


  “Seems I look a lot like you, huh?”


  What? Sang Yan’s fingers stilled as he raised his head. “Look in a mirror sometime.”


  “If not, why did this kid ask me…” Duan Jiaxu took the fruit tray from Sang Zhi’s hands. She stiffened, and he let out a laugh before he continued, “…whether I’d had plastic surgery?”


  “Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?” Sang Yan asked coldly.


  “Gege!” Sang Zhi tried to distract him, afraid Sang Yan might refuse to help her if he got upset. “Didn’t you say you weren’t coming home?”


  “Gremlin.” Sang Yan remembered his sister’s earlier reaction. “You thought he was me?”


  “N-no.”


  “A post-plastic-surgery me?!”


  Sang Zhi bit her lip.


  “Where did you even get that idea?” Ever a self-confident man, Sang Yan adopted a tone both cocky and vehement. “Plastic surgery? Me? And surgery to look like him—”


  “Isn’t it obvious why you’d want to look like that?” Sang Zhi interrupted.


  Sang Yan’s eyes widened in disbelief.


  “Mom didn’t tell me you brought a friend home.” Sang Zhi’s annoyance helped her regain her composure. She reverted back to her usual, ungovernable self. “There was only one person in the room! Wasn’t that a normal thing to assume?!”


  “Keep it down.” Sang Yan picked his ear, irritated.


  “Why should I? I’m not bothering anyone!”


  The two siblings glared at each other.


  “You’re bothering me.” Sang Yan had no desire to back down and let his little sister win.


  “Hey kid, come have some fruit.” Duan Jiaxu beckoned to Sang Zhi in an attempt to deescalate. 


  Remembering he had a friend over, Sang Yan lost interest in bullying his ever-quarrelsome sister. He glanced at his phone.


  “Do you want a shower? We can head back to school after,” he said to Duan Jiaxu.


  “No, thanks.” Duan Jiaxu speared a piece of watermelon and handed it to Sang Zhi. “Let’s leave after we finish the fruit.”


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips. Her eyes involuntarily wandered back to Duan Jiaxu.


  All at once, she thought of the ugly, childish fight she’d just had with Sang Yan, and how his deceptive friend had tricked, exposed, and embarrassed her so nonchalantly to begin with. 


  Sang Zhi felt abandoned by the whole world, overwhelmed by the sense she’d been horribly wronged. Her face flushed—a burning, prickling sensation—and her eyes ached with shame. As she walked past the men in silence, her nose became congested, and heat surged within her. She tried to suppress it, but a whine still managed to escape her throat.


  Duan Jiaxu looked over at her.


  Sang Yan heard it too. “No way.”


  His words were like a spell breaking the seal on Sang Zhi’s tears. They poured furiously down her cheeks. Her restrained sobs now burst out, echoing in the bedroom and bleeding through the walls into the living room. The two men were rooted to the spot.


  At the sound of her daughter crying, Li Ping rushed in from the living room. “What’s wrong?”


  Sang Yan’s reaction was instantaneous and shameless: “Duan Jiaxu, how could you bully my sister?”


  Duan Jiaxu’s face stiffened. He’d never been in such a situation before. He didn’t know what to do—he wasn’t even sure whether he was the one who’d made her cry. But before he could explain himself, Sang Zhi hid behind him, tugging on the hem of his shirt. She looked terrified. 


  “M-Mommy,” Sang Zhi sobbed, pointing at her brother. “G-Gege…”


  Li Ping looked at Sang Yan, her eyes ice-cold, and Sang Zhi’s cries grew anguished. 


  “Gege hit me…”


  Sang Yan was stunned.


  Sang Zhi was just a pitiful little girl. Bean-sized teardrops coursed down her cheeks and straight into the hearts of those watching. She seldom cried like this. Li Ping lost all objectivity; after comforting her daughter, she dragged Sang Yan to the living room to scold him.


  The door swung shut behind them.


  After they’d left, the atmosphere in the room cooled. Sang Zhi let go of Duan Jiaxu’s shirt, her sobs gradually subsiding. Duan Jiaxu turned to her.


  She was quite young, and she seemed small for someone her age. She was less than five feet—chest height for him. Her eyes were huge and, at that moment, watering. When she sniffled, she looked just like a rabbit. As her sobbing subsided, she took a pathetic bite of her watermelon.


  Duan Jiaxu laughed. “Not crying anymore?” He didn’t bother to ask why she’d cried in the first place. He pulled two tissues from the box on the desk.


  Sang Zhi’s mood had improved a great deal, but she was still shy. She bowed her head and didn’t speak.


  Duan Jiaxu bent down to her height and wiped away her tears. Sang Zhi let him, accustomed to this kind of treatment. 


  “Go wash your face after this,” he instructed.


  In the silence that followed, a thought occurred to her. She needed to ask this stranger for a big favor—but how could she do that when they’d just met? She mulled it over for a long time. 


  “Gege, are you leaving soon?” she finally asked. Because she’d just been crying, her childlike voice took on an even more babyish tone. Extra adorable.


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Do you have any free time tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow,” Sang Zhi repeated in a small voice.


  “Why are you asking me about my free time?” he asked with a little laugh.


  Since he didn’t say outright he was available, Sang Zhi found it hard to continue. “I-it’s just…” She stammered for a while without a clear answer, then returned to her question, softening her tone this time to sweeten the deal: “Do you have any free time tomorrow, Gege?”


  “And if I don’t?” Duan Jiaxu asked lazily, his eyelids lowered.


  “No!” Sang Zhi cried, alarmed. She’d just made an enemy of Sang Yan, so there was no way he would help her now. Duan Jiaxu was her only hope. She clenched her fist. “You have to be free. If you’re not, I’ll… I’ll tell my mother you both hit me—that you two-timed me!”


  ‘Two-timed you,’ huh? Duan Jiaxu smirked. “Why are you being so unreasonable, kid?”


  Sang Zhi gave him a look. “Well, I’m still a kid.”


  “Mm?”


  “I don’t know how to be reasonable.”


  Fine then. Duan Jiaxu’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “First, tell me what’s happening tomorrow.”


  “Could you…pretend to be my brother? My real brother,” she asked half-heartedly.


  Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows.


  “And meet…” It was hard for her to say, so her voice dropped. “Meet my teacher after school.”


  “Your teacher wants to speak with a family member?” Duan Jiaxu asked, getting it at last.


  Sang Zhi fell silent—a tacit acknowledgment.


  “Why?”


  Running through the excuses she’d thought up on the bus, Sang Zhi wasn’t sure he would believe any of them. She scratched her head. 


  “Do I have to tell you?” she asked reluctantly.


  “No.” Before she had time to breathe a sigh of relief, he added, “But if you don’t, I’m not free tomorrow.”


  If Sang Yan had been standing before her instead, he couldn’t have extorted a single syllable of truth she wasn’t willing to give—and if she refused to tell him anything, she could still pester him until he caved.


  However, this was a man she was meeting for the first time. They were too unfamiliar with each other for her to try her usual tactics. From his first words, he’d been strangely calm, as if nothing could rouse his anger. She couldn’t get a good read on him, and they were too unfamiliar for her to behave recklessly. Now that his tone had changed a little, she didn’t dare to hide anything.


  She took a breath.


  “I wasn’t listening in class,” she confessed.


  “I see.”


  “When the teacher called on me, I answered his question.” Sang Zhi paused, piecing the words together in her head. “He asked me if I wanted to take his place as our homeroom teacher, and I thought that was a bad idea, so I said no.”


  Duan Jiaxu stared at her, baffled.


  Sang Zhi shot him a cautious glance to gauge his reaction but quickly looked away. “Then he said he wanted to talk to one of my family members.”


  As the last word fell from her lips, the whole world seemed to go quiet. Guilt pricked at her; there were things she’d deliberately left out. 


  “You have to believe me,” she said, unable to stop herself from filling his long silence.


  “It’s a bit hard to,” Duan Jiaxu said at last, amused. His shoulders shook slightly, his chest rising and falling in quick breaths, and she could hear each soft inhale and exhale. He was handsome to begin with, and laughter only made him more arresting. His lips were so beautiful they seemed to shine.


  They were standing so close that Sang Zhi could smell the smoke still clinging to him. She shifted, uneasy.


  “It’s true,” she forced out.


  “Mm? You’re not lying to me?”


  Sang Zhi shook her head vigorously, earnest to the point of desperation. “I’m not. It’s true. If you don’t believe me, you’ll see tomorrow. Even if I lie to you now, my teacher will tell you the truth.”


  “In that case—”


  The door opened again.


  Sang Yan didn’t spare them a single glance. He walked between them and toward the closet. 


  “Get out, gremlin.”


  Sang Zhi knew she’d been wrong to frame him earlier, but she couldn’t leave just like that. 


  “Can’t I stay here?” she mumbled.


  Sang Yan turned. “I’m going to get changed,” he replied with a smile that looked more like a grimace.


  “Then this gege”—Sang Zhi tugged at Duan Jiaxu’s shirt hem—“has to leave too. I don’t think he wants to watch you change.”


  Sang Yan ignored her. “Close the door when you leave.”


  “We will.” She took Sang Yan’s lack of response as agreement and dragged Duan Jiaxu out. Sang Yan watched them for a moment, then waved a hand dismissively. He couldn’t be bothered to ask.


  Since she couldn’t risk anyone overhearing, Sang Zhi pulled Duan Jiaxu into her own room as soon as they left. Out of caution, she shut the door before continuing.


  “Gege, are you coming tomorrow? I told you the truth.”


  He lowered his eyelids. “Why don’t you ask your brother to go, hmm?”


  “How could I?!” Her eyes widened. “I just got him in trouble. If I tell him, he’ll tell our mom for sure.”


  “Your brother’s not that kind of guy,” he said, still smiling.


  Sang Zhi narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t tell if he was joking or serious. She’d threatened him earlier, but it had been all talk—now she had no idea what to do. Still, there was no way she could back down. 


  “Gege, if you hadn’t said what you said to my brother, we wouldn’t have fought in the first place,” she reminded him.


  He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?”


  Her bedroom door opened to reveal Sang Yan, who looked at Duan Jiaxu. “We’re leaving.”


  Duan Jiaxu nodded. “See you next time, kid,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard Sang Zhi’s pleas.


  Sang Zhi couldn’t believe it. What do you mean, “see you next time”? We’re not finished here!


  Sensing he was really leaving, she yanked his arm. “Are you really going so soon? It’s so late! Why don’t you stay for dinner?”


  “Maybe next time.”


  She glared. She had no intention of letting go.


  “Next time”?! Forgetting our conversation just like that? Are you so old that your memory’s going?!


  But she couldn’t say any of that aloud. “When is ‘next time’…?” she whined instead.


  Duan Jiaxu’s lips curved, but he said nothing.


  Watching their painfully dramatic parting, Sang Yan raised an eyebrow. “What’s up with you two? Some sort of instant connection? Watch out, Duan Jiaxu. My sister’s only twelve.”


  “Thirteen,” Sang Zhi corrected reflexively.


  Duan Jiaxu looked startled. His gaze returned to her. “You’re already thirteen?”


  He seemed incredulous, as if the idea were absurd—a direct hit to one of Sang Zhi’s sore spots. She forgot she needed a favor from him. 


  “Are you trying to say I’m way too short for a thirteen-year-old?” she demanded.


  “That’s exactly what he means,” Sang Yan chirped as he leaned against the doorframe, arms folded.


  Duan Jiaxu scratched under his eyes, then shook his head. “No.” His tone held almost no sincerity.


  “Fine!” She glowered at both of them. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore.” She seemed genuinely hurt and didn’t argue like she had with Sang Yan. “I’ll keep growing, anyway,” she muttered.


  The sight prompted a rare pang of regret in Sang Yan’s heart. 


  “Isn’t it good to be small?” he asked, actually attempting to comfort her. “When you’re thirty, people might still mistake you for eighteen.”


  Salt on the wound. Sang Zhi’s face hardened. “So you’re saying the reason people think you’re my dad is because you’re tall?”


  Sang Yan gritted his teeth. His regret vanished instantly. His sister’s eyes were still red-rimmed, as if someone had bullied her terribly, but she showed no sign of weakness.


  Duan Jiaxu sighed. When he thought about it, he’d been the one who upset her both times. 


  “Thirteen. So you’re in your second year of middle school?” he asked, softening.


  “First,” Sang Zhi replied stiffly, refusing to look at him.


  “What school?”


  “Sunrise Middle School.” Sang Zhi paused. She didn’t know if she was jumping to conclusions here, but she added hesitantly, “Class One.”


  “Sunrise Middle School, first year, Class One…” Duan Jiaxu repeated in a drawl. He bent down and met her eyes. “What’s your name, kid?”


  “Sang Zhi,” she whispered, her lips a little pursed.


  “Sang Zhi?”


  “Yeah.” She broke eye contact. “‘Zhi,’ like the character for childlike.”


  Duan Jiaxu pinched her cheek. “Well then, Little Sang Zhi.” He lowered his voice like they were sharing a secret. “Now do you know when ‘next time’ is?”


   


  ***


   


  After bidding Li Ping goodbye, the two young men left the house. The sun rested upon the horizon, its afterglow suffusing the evening sky. The air was slightly cooler now.


  “Your sister’s a good kid, isn’t she?” Duan Jiaxu suddenly asked.


  “A good kid?” Sang Yan huffed through the lollipop in his mouth, which he’d dug out from who knew where. “That gremlin’s in her rebellious phase. Difficult as hell.”


  Rebellious phase, difficult…? Doesn’t seem so bad, Duan Jiaxu mused. Then again, children were immature. He couldn’t be sure it wasn’t something more serious, so he told Sang Yan what’d happened.


  “Your sister’s teacher wants to see someone from her family. She asked me to go. What do you think?”


  Sang Yan tutted. “No wonder she asked you to stay for dinner. I knew she was up to no good.”


  Duan Jiaxu laughed.


  “Anyway, probably isn’t anything serious,” Sang Yan said. “They’ve done this a couple of times now, and it’s always for the same reasons.” He looked down at his phone as he responded to a text, distracted. “Do you have time tomorrow? If you do, could you go instead of me? I’m a bit busy.”


  “Hmm, tomorrow…”


  “If you can’t, it’s fine. I’ll just tell my mom.”


  Ratting her out to her parents right after making her a promise? The kid would probably cry again.


  “I have to go, don’t I?” Duan Jiaxu said easily. “Can’t break a promise to a child.”


   


  ***


   


  When she heard the door close in the vestibule, Sang Zhi snuck a peek. She trotted over to her mother, bare soles pattering against the floor. “What was Gege doing home?”


  “He said he’d been playing basketball nearby, so he stopped on his way back to shower.”


  “Why didn’t you make them stay for dinner? It’s so late.”


  “Your brother’s friend is busy.” Li Ping didn’t pay her question much mind. “Zhizhi, did your brother really hit you?” she asked pensively.


  Struck by guilt, Sang Zhi abandoned her line of questioning. “I’m going to do my homework!” she called out as she ran back to her room.


  She locked the door, jumped onto her bed, and grabbed a stuffed toy to cuddle. Though she was still in a bad mood, she couldn’t stop herself from replaying Duan Jiaxu’s final words in her head.


  “Now do you know when ‘next time’ is?”


  That was definitely a response to her asking, “When is next time?”—which meant he was going to come, right?


  Sang Zhi sighed in relief. She flipped over, kicking her legs back and forth as she hummed a happy tune. Watching the sky darken outside, she continued to review what had just happened.


  Following that train of thought led her to remember that Duan Jiaxu had lifted his hand and pinched her face.


  Wait, what?


  Sang Zhi sat up abruptly. That man had pinched her cheek. 


  Seriously?! How could he have pinched her on the cheek? 


  They’d just met for the first time! How could he just pinch her there?!


  The pinching was bad enough, but why did he have to lean in so close?!


  And…! And he called me Little Sang Zhi!


  Well. Whatever.


  Sang Zhi calmed herself down and pretended it was no big deal. “Whatever,” she repeated aloud. He was doing her a favor, so she would allow him that small liberty.


  Her eyes drifted across the room and landed on the mirror on her desk. Meeting her own gaze, she noticed her face was flushed.


  Sang Zhi’s calm disappeared. Why do you look like you’re the one who took liberties?! she screamed at herself.


  In her thirteen years, Sang Zhi had never felt this way. She fell back onto the bed and curled up under the covers, at a complete loss. The air seemed to grow thinner with each breath. 


  She could hear her own heartbeat, every amplified thud.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, when Sang Zhi walked through the living room after brushing her teeth and getting ready, her parents were already having breakfast at the dining table. Since Duan Jiaxu was going to help her, she didn’t mention the upcoming meeting with her teacher. She just pretended nothing had happened.


  After she sat down at the dining table, Li Ping filled a bowl with pork congee for her. As she’d just woken up, she had no desire to speak. The house was silent.


  She slowly slurped her congee until she suddenly recalled Duan Jiaxu’s reaction to her age yesterday. She heaved a sigh.


  “Dad, am I short?” she asked quietly.


  “Did someone say that?” Her father, Sang Rong, glanced at her.


  “Gege said so,” she answered with a nod, blaming Sang Yan first as she always did.


  “Don’t listen to your brother,” Li Ping told her.


  Sang Zhi prodded the bottom of the bowl with her spoon. “But my classmates are only twelve, and they’re all taller than me. Yin Zhenru’s five foot three.”


  “You’re still young. You’ll grow,” her father said.


  “You’re all tall, so why am I short? When I take the bus, people try to give me their seat because they think I’m in elementary school.” Sang Zhi’s mood had tanked. “Was Gege five feet when he was thirteen?”


  Li Ping hesitated. “Your brother’s a boy, so—”


  “Nope,” Sang Rong replied, cutting Li Ping off. She shot him a look.


  “Of course he wasn’t that tall,” Sang Rong continued. “I don’t remember exactly, but I’m pretty sure your brother wasn’t even four foot seven back then.”


  Sang Zhi’s appetite improved dramatically. She picked up her bowl and gulped down the rest of the congee. Rejecting her father’s offer to drive her to school, she picked up her bag and took the bus like she always did.


  As she approached the bus stop, Sang Zhi bowed her head and rifled through her bag for her student bus pass. When she noticed the convenience store out of the corner of her eye, she paused, then straightened up and walked in.


  It wasn’t a big store. The beverage cooler was near the front door. Sang Zhi stared at the row of milk drinks without blinking, her thoughts a mystery.


  The cashier watched her standing there for a long time until he gave in. “Hey, kid, do you want some milk?”


  Normally, Sang Zhi would let that slide, but this time she whipped her head around and pointed at her school uniform. “I’m in middle school. Don’t call me ‘kid.’” Before the cashier could respond, she added, “And I’m not buying anything! I just wanted to look.”


  She bade the cashier farewell and walked out of the store just in time to rush onto the packed bus. Squeezing in with the crowd, she found a spot to stand. 


  The bus swayed wildly. Sang Zhi had to tiptoe to cling to the handle, so the momentum made her extra unsteady. When the bus suddenly halted, she flew forward. Her heart sank as she fell—but a second later, someone seized her backpack and pulled her upright.


  The bus filled with gripes and groans.


  Sang Zhi reached up, trying to grab the handle again. Amid the commotion, she glanced over her shoulder and met Fu Zhengchu’s eyes.


  The boy was about five foot seven—a whole head taller than her—but his features were still soft and childlike, even though he tried to pull them into a mature expression. 


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  She nodded wordlessly.


  “You should stand here,” he said, gesturing to swap positions. He’d made room for her. He was tall enough to reach the handle she was struggling with, so she didn’t refuse. She simply thanked him.


  Then—silence.


  “Yin Zhenru said your teacher asked you to bring a family member to school for a talk,” Fu Zhengchu managed after a long moment.


  “Why does she tell you everything?” Sang Zhi shot him an annoyed look.


  “Uh, you didn’t go to the bookstore with us yesterday, so I asked about you. I don’t mean anything else by it. I-I just wanted to tell you the same thing happened to me.”


  She blinked. “Your teacher wants to see a family member too?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why?”


  He couldn’t think of a good excuse. “I wasn’t listening in class,” he eventually mumbled.


  “Me too,” she replied with a nod.


  “Why weren’t you listening?”


  “It was too simple. I didn’t feel like it.”


  “Oh yeah, same here,” he said right away, scratching his head.


  “Weren’t you at the bottom of our grade on the last exam?” Sang Zhi narrowed her eyes.


  Sweat gathered at Fu Zhengchu’s temples. He looked away. His grip tightened on the handle, though his expression remained calm. 


  “Yeah. The questions were too easy, so I couldn’t be bothered to answer them.”


  She let out a serene “Oh,” as if his explanation made perfect sense, and didn’t continue the conversation.


  Another long silence ensued; this one was more awkward. He coughed lightly, trying again. “How did you place on the last exams?”


  “First.”


  He gritted his teeth for a brief instant before relaxing into a nonchalant smile. “Okay. I’ll get first place next time, just for fun.”


  “You want to take first place?” She looked him up and down.


  He nodded, but his confidence was evaporating. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “Nothing. But I’d like to remind you that as long as I’m here, you won’t.” Her tone was matter of fact, not offended.


  Fu Zhengchu was struck speechless. A casual conversation had somehow turned them into rivals. He didn’t know how to respond, really. He had no experience with academic competition, and he wasn’t shameless enough to drag the topic out. Once again, silence fell. 


  At their stop, Sang Zhi got off first. She hurried toward the school. Fu Zhengchu followed, racking his brain for a way to salvage the situation. Before anything came to mind, he ran into a boy he knew. The boy greeted him warmly, slung an arm around his neck, and marched them both ahead. With their long strides and fast pace, they soon overtook Sang Zhi.


  “See you later, Sang Zhi,” Fu Zhengchu turned and called out.


  Sang Zhi waved dismissively.


  The other boy glanced back at her too. 


  “Oh,” he said meaningfully, then snickered. 


  Fu Zhengchu kicked him, his eyes flicking toward Sang Zhi involuntarily. “What’s wrong with you?” he growled.


  Sang Zhi wasn’t paying attention to them at all. Her mind buzzed with thoughts of the meeting with her homeroom teacher later—and the man she’d met yesterday. Everything had been so rushed with Sang Yan there; Duan Jiaxu had only promised to come at the very last moment. She hadn’t given him any details, and she didn’t have his number, so she had no way to tell him the appointment was at four thirty.


  What time would he come?


  The thought preoccupied her all day, distracting her from class. Every now and then she looked out the window toward the school gate. Only after being reprimanded by several teachers did she rein herself in.


  The clock on the wall ticked on.


  At four twenty sharp, the bell rang for the end of the school day. Assuming Sang Zhi would go home with her brother after the meeting, Yin Zhenru didn’t bother waiting. She left as soon as she said goodbye.


  Sang Zhi had nothing better to do, so she pulled out a notebook from her desk and began to doodle. The minutes flew by. When she looked up again, it was almost five. She was the only one left in the big classroom.


  Duan Jiaxu wasn’t here.


  She didn’t know if he just didn’t realize when middle school finished or if he’d forgotten the matter entirely. With great effort, she calmed herself and tried to resume drawing, but her feelings were a mess now. She didn’t feel like continuing.


  Sang Zhi waited another fifteen minutes.


  She could hear doors slamming in other classrooms. It was probably her imagination, but the silence that followed felt even heavier. Every tiny move she made sounded too loud.


  The words Duan Jiaxu had said yesterday began to feel like a joke.


  She couldn’t wait any longer. Her chair scraped backward with a piercing screech as she sprang to her feet. She stood stiffly, eyes reddening, jaw clenched. She tried to swallow the hurt. 


  “Whatever.”


  Sang Zhi stuffed a few random books in her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and walked out.


  First-years finished the school day early, at twenty past four. Now it was after five. The hallways were almost empty. Few people lingered.


  She bowed her head and jogged down the stairs. Like a headless fly, she rushed forward without looking—until she ran into a human barrier.


  She didn’t raise her head, just took a few steps back, mumbled an apology, and walked on.


  “Excuse me. Do you know where the first-years’ Class One is?” asked the person she’d run into. The voice was male, lilting, with a natural drawl at the end. It had a lazy, breathy quality, as if spoken right against her ear. There was something indescribable but seductive about it.


  A familiar voice.


  Sang Zhi turned. Duan Jiaxu stood by the railing, dressed in a white shirt and formal trousers. His bangs were a little long, covering his eyebrows.


  Sang Zhi found his features far too alluring. 


  When he saw her face, he frowned a little. “Sang Zhi?”


  She stared at him for a few seconds, then looked at the floor in silence. She didn’t know if seeing him was a surprise or exactly what she’d expected.


  He crouched down to study her face. “Did you cry your eyes out again?”


  She didn’t dignify that with a response.


  “Are you that scared?” he continued, clearly amused.


  She pouted at that, but she stayed quiet.


  “Don’t cry. Gege’s here to get told off for you.” He stroked her hair. When she finally looked up at him again, he asked her, “So, do we go to the classroom or the office?”


  “H-how could you come so late?”


  He quirked an eyebrow. “What time was I supposed to come?” 


  “I finished school at four twenty,” Sang Zhi stiffly informed him.


  “That early? I didn’t know. I’m sorry, okay?” Duan Jiaxu’s tone wasn’t serious at all, like he was talking to a pet. “It’s Gege’s fault.”


  “No need to apologize.” Since he’d come to her rescue, she was in better spirits. Plus, it’d been a while since the bell rang, so she didn’t have time to throw a tantrum. She was too worried about making her teacher wait. “Let’s go.”


  “Where?”


  “The teachers’ office.”


  Once they reached the first floor, they turned left, then stopped about five yards from the office door. Sang Zhi thought for a moment.


  “I have experience with this,” she said. “My teacher will complain about me. All you have to do is agree.”


  Duan Jiaxu hummed in assent.


  To Sang Zhi, what came next would be the most seriously unacceptable offense she had ever committed: conspiring with someone else to lie to a teacher. Her expression hardened. 


  “And you have to speak as little as possible, Gege. If he realizes and we get caught, we’re both done for.”


  Duan Jiaxu licked his lips and smiled. “Sounds scary.”


  “Work up your courage!” Sang Zhi blustered with false bravado.


  “Okay,” he laughed. “I’ll be brave.”


  There were only two teachers left in the office. One was Chen Mingxu, and the other was Miss Zhang, the homeroom teacher of Class Six and Class One’s English teacher. Their desks were side by side. Chen Mingxu chatted idly with Miss Zhang as he graded his students’ work.


  “Sir,” Sang Zhi said as she walked over to him.


  “Oh, there you are.” Chen Mingxu looked up.


  “My brother’s here to see you,” Sang Zhi said, her head bowed.


  Duan Jiaxu stood next to her, looking far less guilty. “Good evening, sir.” His tone was calm and level. “I’m Sang Yan, Sang Zhi’s older brother.”


  Sang Zhi had been worried Duan Jiaxu would be too afraid to speak. Instead, she was surprised by him introducing himself as “Sang Yan” with such aplomb. She couldn’t resist a curious glance.


  Chen Mingxu rose to his feet. “I’m Sang Zhi’s homeroom teacher—my name is Chen. Sorry to make you come all this way. Please, take a seat.”


  “How many times has it been now?” Miss Zhang quipped.


  “Like your students are any better,” Chen Mingxu grumbled under his breath.


  It was only then that Sang Zhi noticed the fifth person in the room: Fu Zhengchu, standing in a corner behind the two teachers, silent as a ghost. His eyes met Sang Zhi’s, and he fidgeted like his body was fighting itself. Then he moved just six feet away from her, right in front of Miss Zhang.


  Seeing them next to each other, Duan Jiaxu got a knowing look in his eye. Two cute kids, similar age… He studied them as he sat beside Chen Mingxu. 


  “Come here.” He beckoned to Sang Zhi. 


  Sang Zhi went obediently. “What is it?”


  Chen Mingxu was digging through his teaching materials, so he wasn’t paying attention to them. Duan Jiaxu cupped his chin with one hand and curled a finger at Sang Zhi. She hesitated but eventually leaned in. 


  “Kid,” he whispered in her ear, “are you in puppy love?”


  His first word set her on edge, but the question that followed made her absolutely short-circuit. 


  “What?” After a moment, her face flushed like a cherry tomato from anger and alarm. “You’re in puppy love!” she whisper-yelled back, afraid her teacher would overhear.


  “Hm? Oh, I wish.” Duan Jiaxu leaned back in his chair. “I’m not that age anymore.”


  Sang Zhi didn’t know how old he was exactly, but when she heard this, she figured he had to be around Sang Yan’s age. 


  “You are pretty old,” she replied, her face stony.


  You are pretty old, she said!


  Pretty old, she said!


  Old!


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t care much about his age, but her words stabbed him in the chest all the same. He’d only just turned twenty, and now he’d been crowned with the title of “old.” He didn’t have words to describe how that made him feel. He slowly exhaled. 


  “I’m old?”


  “You are.” Sang Zhi nodded.


  Silence fell, then he had to laugh. It was too absurd. 


  “If you think I’m old, kid,” he said, staring straight at her, “why don’t you call me Uncle?”


  “Oh.” Sang Zhi mulled it over before accepting his logic. “Okay, Uncle.”


  Her eyes were large and round. When she spoke, they seemed so pure and sincere, as if every word she said came directly from her heart—only for those words to pierce right through his heart with their sharp edges.


  Chen Mingxu interrupted them by pouring Duan Jiaxu a glass of water. 


  “Sorry,” Chen Mingxu said awkwardly. “Could you wait here for a moment? I’ve had a bit too much water myself, so I need to take a bathroom break.”


  “Sure,” Duan Jiaxu said, collecting himself. 


  Maybe he was bored, because after Chen Mingxu left, he turned back to Sang Zhi to continue bickering.


  “If you call me that, your brother has to call me that too, you know?”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “So will you call me Uncle or Gege?”


  Sang Zhi thought it over.


  “Gege, then,” she said at last.


  Duan Jiaxu’s brow unfurled. “You’re protective of your brother, after all.”


  “What do you mean, protective? Why would I protect him? He’s so mean to me all the time. I just don’t want him to call you Uncle.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because he looks older than you.”


  Duan Jiaxu gaped in surprise at the answer, then burst into laughter. Restraining himself, he repeated, “Sang Yan looks older than me?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  A win was a win: He at least looked younger than Sang Yan. This put him in a good mood. He let out a quiet cough.


  “What makes him older?” he asked, feigning humility. “I think we look about the same.”


  Sang Zhi’s eyes roamed his face for a moment. “‘About’ the same isn’t exactly the same.”


  Just as Duan Jiaxu blinked, a woman knocked on the open door of the office and peeked in shyly.


  “Excuse me, is Fu Zhengchu’s homeroom teacher here?”


  Miss Zhang shot to her feet. “Yes! You must be Zhengchu’s sister.”


  “That’s me.” The woman smiled as she came in.


  “What took you so long?” Fu Zhengchu complained. He’d been on his feet for ages.


  Sang Zhi looked over and saw a young lady with features that resembled Fu Zhengchu’s. She seemed rather innocent and bookish, wearing a white dress and light makeup that accentuated her lovely face. 


  “I came right after class,” she murmured to Fu Zhengchu. “It’s a bit far away.” Then she noticed Duan Jiaxu. Her gaze fixed upon him briefly before shifting away. 


  “Sorry for making you wait, Miss Zhang,” she said, her voice even more nervous than before.


  “It’s fine,” Miss Zhang said, waving her off. “I’m sorry you had to travel so far.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s lips were still curved from his amusing conversation with Sang Zhi, and he was still focused on her. “When’s your teacher coming back?”


  She looked away from Fu Zhengchu’s sister. “Soon, probably.”


  “I’m a bit bored, Little Sang Zhi,” Duan Jiaxu prodded teasingly. “Why don’t you say something nice to entertain me?”


  “Like what?” She shot him a suspicious look.


  He didn’t pause for a second. “Like, ‘Jiaxu-gege is the handsomest in the world.’”


  “I’m not a Dictaphone.”


  “I just want you to say nice things about me,” said Duan Jiaxu. “You don’t have to repeat everything I say.”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “Meanie,” Duan Jiaxu whined, though he didn’t really mind.


  Chen Mingxu finally returned from the bathroom and got back to his seat. “Sorry about that. I had a bit of stomach trouble,” he said with an embarrassed laugh.


  “No worries, I’m not in a rush,” said Duan Jiaxu. He placed his untouched glass of water in front of Sang Zhi. “Thirsty?”


  The “meanie” didn’t respond.


  Duan Jiaxu tapped against the glass with his knuckle. “Drink.” Then he focused on Chen Mingxu with rapt attention.


  Sang Zhi picked up the glass and drank quietly. Staring at the empty desk, she realized that Duan Jiaxu hadn’t had a drink since he’d arrived. After an internal battle, she walked over to the water dispenser and filled a cup for him.


  What annoyed Sang Zhi most about Chen Mingxu was that every time he asked to speak to her family, he said the exact same things. Sang Zhi had heard his spiel so many times, she almost knew it by heart. Honestly, if anyone was a Dictaphone, it was Chen Mingxu.


  Her mind drifted, and she suppressed the urge to yawn. At some point, she noticed the neighboring desk was far more peaceful than the one where Chen Mingxu was complaining about her at length. She listened in.


  Miss Zhang was laughing. “The only problem with Zhengchu is his bad grades. Everything else is fine. He didn’t do anything wrong this time, either. I asked you to come in today because he rushed into the office yesterday demanding it. It was quite a surprise!”


  Fu Zhengchu’s gaze flicked over to Sang Zhi at this, and they made eye contact for one silent moment. 


  His face fell. He hadn’t expected her to hear that. Now all he wanted was to find a hole to crawl into.


  Sang Zhi was baffled. She tapped her temple as if to ask, Is something wrong with your brain? Who asks to have a family member called in?


  Fu Zhengchu played it cool as he mouthed Tell you some other time and turned away. 


  Sang Zhi noticed his sister looking over, too—but not at her.


  She followed the woman’s gaze, and sure enough, it was aimed at Duan Jiaxu. It seemed like an accident at first, but Sang Zhi caught her staring at him again and again.


  Sang Zhi looked at her lap, her fist slowly tightening. She shifted a little to block the woman’s view of him.


   


  ***


   


  The conversation lasted about forty minutes. Once Chen Mingxu finished telling Duan Jiaxu all of Sang Zhi’s shortcomings, he took a sip of water. “That’s about it. Now, I don’t like to inconvenience your family so often, but Sang Zhi is a real headache. I called on her to answer a question, and she asked me if I didn’t know the answer, if I needed her to teach me—she even said something about not stealing my job. Of course, the other children couldn’t focus after that.”


  Duan Jiaxu side-eyed Sang Zhi. “Really?”


  Sang Zhi bowed her head in an attempt to appear remorseful.


  “I’ve spoken to your mother on several occasions,” Chen Mingxu said, nodding. “I’m sure it’s taken up a lot of your time, but I do want what’s best for the girl. Sang Zhi is a bright kid, and I’m sure she’ll make it into First High if she studies properly. Try to keep an eye on her.”


  “Okay,” said Duan Jiaxu. “I’ll give her a good talking-to when we get home.”


  They left the office. Everything had gone even more smoothly than Sang Zhi had imagined, and Chen Mingxu hadn’t suspected them at all. Her taut nerves finally relaxed. She looked at Duan Jiaxu with a much friendlier expression. 


  “Thank you, Gege.”


  “Mm. Going home now?”


  “Well, yeah.” Sang Zhi blinked. “What else is there to do?” Her tone was deferential since he’d helped her out. 


  “I still…” Duan Jiaxu paused, then languidly drawled, “haven’t given you a good talking-to.”


  The words hit Sang Zhi like a bucket of cold water, washing most of her joy away.


  “You’re going to lecture me too?” she grumbled.


  “Let’s go,” said Duan Jiaxu instead of answering. “Gege will walk you home.”


  The lack of reply made Sang Zhi assume he was joking, but only for a moment. 


  “I can lecture you on the way,” he added.


  Sang Zhi rolled her eyes as they headed toward the school gate. Duan Jiaxu didn’t start right away, which gave her enough time to recover. She squeezed her bag straps.


  “My brother never lectures me after seeing my teacher.”


  “Really?”


  “Really!”


  Duan Jiaxu searched her face for a lie, then he pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll ask him.”


  “Wait!” Sang Zhi jumped up to snatch it out of his hand. “If you ask, he’ll know about today! If he knows, the whole world knows! It’ll be a waste of you coming here!”


  “But I have to know if I need to lecture you, don’t I?” Duan Jiaxu lifted his phone out of her reach like he was teasing a cat. “How sad would it be if I came all the way here to be scammed at the last minute by a little girl?”


  “E-excuse me!” 


  A feminine voice interrupted them from behind, nervous and almost inaudible. They both turned.


  It was Fu Zhengchu’s sister, though he wasn’t with her. She stood there alone, slender and petite. Her face was flushed, but her features were elegant and pretty. She looked at Duan Jiaxu, then pulled out her phone and extended it toward him. “C-can I get your number?”


  The atmosphere underwent a sudden but subtle change. 


  Duan Jiaxu stared at the young woman. The silence felt like a tacit rejection, and her expression grew increasingly embarrassed.


  Sang Zhi’s eyes bulged as she glanced between them. She couldn’t read Duan Jiaxu at all, but before he could say anything, she interjected. “My brother has twenty-nine girlfriends, Miss.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyebrows shot up.


  “Don’t be nervous. He’ll probably give you his number,” Sang Zhi continued, her expression honest and open even as she avoided Duan Jiaxu’s eyes. “He changes girlfriends every day, and he needs one more for this month. That could be you.”


  Sang Zhi spoke in a serene, quiet voice, but her words were so shocking they might as well have been shouted through a megaphone. The awkward silence had been broken for a moment, only to be replaced by something even more awkward.


  Duan Jiaxu’s lips stayed straight and closed. Fu Zhengchu’s sister couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Was this a silly joke, or had the girl revealed something real? The increasingly forced smile on her face fell at last, and she lowered her phone.


  Sang Zhi peeked at Duan Jiaxu and happened to meet his eyes. She looked down at once, guiltily pulling her backpack to her chest and digging out her phone so she could pretend to blend in to the scenery.


  A few seconds passed, then he acknowledged Fu Zhengchu’s sister. “Yeah, I’m a bit of a scumbag player.” He chuckled in the stunned silence that followed, then waved his phone. “I’ve been a bit too busy to handle everyone lately. If you want to call, you might need to wait in line.”


  He said this casually, his face steady, like there was nothing wrong with it—like his pretty face put him a cut above the rest. He arched a flirtatious brow. “Maybe reconsider?”


  The young lady took a deep breath. “Never mind,” she said as politely as she could.


  “That’s a shame.” Duan Jiaxu sighed. “Why don’t you give me your number instead? You might change your mind someday—”


  The woman walked off before he could finish speaking, leaving Sang Zhi and Duan Jiaxu where they stood.


  Once she was gone, Duan Jiaxu turned to Sang Zhi. “Gege can’t get a round thirty, kid. What do I do?”


  His tone was warm and calm, like he was asking a genuine question…but his smile glinted with the sharpness of a blade. She almost wished he had yelled at her instead. That would have felt less lethal.


  “I’m one short. Heh. How will I survive the month?” he asked.


  She didn’t dare speak. A chill went down her spine and fear filled her heart, making her cough. He was silent. Too silent. Like he was mulling over some dangerous scheme. She trembled with terror. She didn’t even peek this time, just stood still like a good girl.


  Then, shaken by the uncertainty of her fate, she gulped and retreated a few steps.


  Eventually, she summoned up enough courage to blurt “Goodbye, Gege!” and made a break for it.


  Duan Jiaxu raised an eyebrow and grabbed her arm with ease, dragging her back. “Why’re you running?”


  Since he’d caught her within two steps, Sang Zhi realized escape was impossible. She deflated.


  “It’s so late… It’ll be getting dark soon.” Her voice was as quiet as a mosquito’s buzz. “My mom will get worried if she comes home and I’m not there.”


  He made a show of looking at the sky. “Since it’s so late, how could I let you go home alone?”


  “It’s fine! The bus stop’s nearby, and once I reach my stop, I’m basically home. You should be getting back to school, Gege. It’s late.”


  “Oh? I didn’t realize you were so worried about me.”


  Knowing she couldn’t run away, she decided to meet her fears head-on. “It was such a minor thing, Gege. Why can’t you let it go? It’s not like you lost anything from it.”


  “Who says I didn’t?”


  “You took too long to consider,” she insisted. “You didn’t want to give her your number, but it was hard to refuse. Didn’t I help you? Honestly, you owe me one.”


  The girl was so adept at babbling nonsense that she didn’t bat an eye. Duan Jiaxu huffed out a laugh. “Fine.”


  “You helped me too, though, so we’re even,” she said, soldiering on with false confidence.


  “Oh, we can’t have that. Come on, I have to take you right to your doorstep and thank your whole family in person.”


  For such a young child, the scariest words in the world were probably I’m telling the teacher or I’ll call your parents. Duan Jiaxu had used both on her now. Sang Zhi was stricken.


  “Why do you keep saying you’ll tell my parents? It’s so childish,” she whined, annoyed yet afraid to provoke him again.


  The corners of his eyes crinkled. “I’m in a bad mood because I’m one girlfriend short.”


  “You came to meet my teacher for me, not to find a girlfriend,” she retorted.


  “Okay, fine. Who taught you to say all that, anyway? A different girlfriend every day… You made me sound like a hooker.”


  She blinked. “Huh? What’re you hooking?”


  He suddenly remembered that he was talking to a middle schooler. He rubbed his face, then lifted her backpack with one hand. “Like when you catch fish, you know? Teach a man to hook a fish and he hooks one every day.”


  She shrugged her bag off and let him carry it while she thought through his explanation. It didn’t make much sense to her, but she muttered “Oh…” as if she understood.


  He studied the pastel-blue bag in his hand. “Why’s it so light?” he asked, distracting her as they walked to the bus stop.


  “I didn’t have much to bring with me.”


  “What about your homework?”


  Her expression changed. “I…don’t want to do my homework,” she muttered.


  “You don’t? What else do you do with your time?”


  She pursed her lips and didn’t reply.


  “Listen, kid. You have to pay attention in class. Stop making trouble during lessons and arguing with the teacher. And do your homework.” Remembering the boy in the office earlier, he added, “Also, don’t start dating. Wait till you’re older. At your age, you should be making good, wholesome friendships.”


  She glanced at him with a perfunctory hum; he could tell she wasn’t listening at all. 


  “You know, if your teacher calls you to bring in a family member again, everyone will find out I pretended to be your brother,” he pointed out. “Then I really will be finished. That’s no way to repay a favor, is it?”


  “Why don’t you just come again next time…?”


  His smile dimmed.


  She was scared of angering him, so she folded. “Got it.”


  “Good girl,” he said, almost proudly, his smile brightening. He bent down and stroked her hair. “Come on, Gege’s going to take you home.”


   


  ***


   


  When they reached her building, Duan Jiaxu didn’t go up with her, just handed her bag over. “Go on.”


  Sang Zhi nodded. “Thank you, Gege.”


  At the entrance, she dug out her key and slowly opened the gate, wondering if they would meet again. She didn’t hear footsteps leaving, so she stopped and turned her head. 


  He was still there. His eyes met hers. She flushed like she’d been caught red-handed. 


  “Bye, Gege!” she called out before rushing into her building.


  Nobody was home yet. She pressed her palm to her burning face, then kicked off her shoes and rushed to the balcony. She gripped the railing as she looked down.


  Duan Jiaxu was almost out of the apartment complex. His hand was at his ear—he seemed to be on the phone. A few seconds later, he glanced up in Sang Zhi’s direction.


  She whipped around and crouched low, suddenly thrown off. Her heart pounded like it was about to burst out of her chest. She gulped. Guilt and confusion froze her in place for a long time before she could look again.


  Duan Jiaxu was nowhere to be seen.


  She let out a long breath. Her heart felt strangely empty.


   


  ***


   


  The matter had been resolved extraordinarily well. Her teacher didn’t suspect a thing, and her parents were completely in the dark.


  Yet, while Sang Zhi escaped a scolding, the incident left a mark on her all the same. She began to think of someone constantly. A feeling burgeoned within her, something sour as a lemon, though hints of sweetness burst through.


  This left her at a complete loss. She didn’t dare to tell anyone about it, a little ashamed. It felt like she’d grown up overnight now that she had this secret to keep.


  She found herself spacing out often. Her scrapbooks and diary began to fill with the name of one man, even though she didn’t know the exact characters to write and could only guess different homophones.


  This feeling continued for a while before subsiding. Maybe it was erased by time and absence. Maybe it was because she suppressed it and pretended it didn’t exist.


  Soon, the midterm exams were over and the Dragon Boat Festival holiday arrived. 


  Sang Zhi went home early, took a bowl of strawberries out of the fridge, and slumped on the couch to gnaw at them one by one. Her parents weren’t back yet. She was alone and all was quiet, save for the cheerful background music of a cartoon on TV.


  Then came the sound of the front door opening. Her gaze was drawn to the hallway, where she caught sight of her brother. Surprised he was back for the holiday, she stiffened for a moment, then ignored him and continued watching TV.


  “Aren’t you going to greet me?” Sang Yan huffed, annoyed.


  “Why didn’t you say you’d be back?” Sang Zhi took a bite out of the palm-sized strawberry in her hand. “Mom just called and asked you to cook two bowls of rice. Go cook.”


  “I didn’t even tell her I’d be back. Why would she ask me to make something?”


  Sang Zhi didn’t look away from the screen as she grabbed her phone to call her mother. She put her on speaker. “I’m calling her since you don’t believe me.”


  Sang Yan grabbed a cold drink from the fridge in silence.


  “Zhizhi? Is something wrong?” asked Li Ping once the call connected.


  “Mom, Gege’s home. Didn’t you want him to make rice?” Sang Zhi asked, her face impassive.


  Sang Yan shut the fridge door and looked at Sang Zhi. There was a long pause on the other end of the phone.


  “Yes. Has he cooked it yet?” Li Ping replied at last.


  Sang Yan gaped while Sang Zhi swallowed her mouthful of strawberry. “Gege, Mom’s asking if you’re done cooking!” she called triumphantly.


  Sang Yan shot an extended glare at his sister before he stalked into the kitchen. She rose from the couch and followed him.


  “He’s cooking it now,” she reported as she leaned in the doorway.


  After exchanging a few more words with Li Ping, Sang Zhi hung up. She stared at Sang Yan’s back, then remembered how Duan Jiaxu had once impersonated him. 


  “Gege, are you dating anyone in college?” she asked.


  Sang Yan ignored her.


  “No? Have you even been on one date?” The topic interested her so much she abandoned her cartoons. “Seriously, Gege…”


  “What?” he grunted.


  “Have you considered plastic surgery?” she asked earnestly.


  He drew a sharp, furious breath and turned away. “Remember that friend I brought home last time?”


  She stopped chewing her mouthful of strawberry. “Yeah?”


  “He said you and I look alike.”


  Sang Zhi fell silent for a few seconds.


  “What did I do to upset him?” she said at last.


  “Huh?”


  She pursed her lips. “If he’s not mad at me, why did he call me ugly?”


  Chapter 2:
Pretty Charming


   


  SANG YAN FOUGHT to restrain himself. He wrenched the faucet off and flicked the droplets from his hand onto Sang Zhi’s face.


  “You have two options. Either go watch your stupid cartoons, or stay here and let me beat you up.”


  “What’re you mad for?” She frowned, wiping the water from her face. “He was insulting me, not you.”


  “Door’s over there.” He set the inner pot in the electric rice cooker, not looking at her. 


  She didn’t move.


  “Don’t ever tell anyone I look like you,” she warned gravely.


  He snorted. “Who’d want to?” He reached out, pinched her cheek hard, then snatched the bowl of strawberries from her before leaving the kitchen.


  Sang Zhi massaged her cheek absently until she realized her hand was empty. Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Why’d you steal my stuff?”


  “How are they yours?” Sang Yan picked up a strawberry and took a big bite. “Did you buy these with your own money?”


  “I took them out of the fridge,” she said, reaching for the bowl, but her brother lifted it high above her head.


  “Then they’re the fridge’s.”


  Straining, she hopped up and down on her tiptoes. “But I took them out, so they’re mine!”


  “By that logic, now that I have them, they’re mine.”


  The two of them fought for a while. Right as Sang Yan was considering his fifth strawberry, his phone rang in his pocket. He glanced at Sang Zhi, lowered the bowl a few inches, and reached into his pocket with his free hand.


  She seized the moment, jumped, and snatched the bowl back. He let out a low snort but otherwise ignored her.


  “Sup,” he said into his phone. The person on the other end said something. “I went home. They cut off power in the dorms for the day, remember? After they found some unauthorized appliance? Thought I’d take refuge back home.” He paused, then added snidely, “Though I kinda regret doing that now.”


  Sang Zhi had returned to sit in front of the TV and watch cartoons. She didn’t want anything more to do with her brother.


  “No, nothing,” Sang Yan said lazily. “I was just unlucky, stepped in some shit.”


  Sang Zhi gripped the remote and turned the volume up.


  Sang Yan was completely unperturbed. “Qian Fei went home too. You can try asking Duan Jiaxu. He didn’t. Might not be on campus, though.”


  When she caught that name, her eyes darted over, her grasp on the remote tense. She hadn’t heard “Duan Jiaxu” in a long time. She lowered the volume a few notches, though not enough to draw her brother’s attention. A strange anxiety seized her. Her chest felt tight, her mind went blank, and even breathing became difficult. Every sense she had slipped from her control and locked on to Sang Yan’s conversation.


  “How many times have you forgotten your keys now?” he chided. “Bet the auntie won’t give you the spare, but you can try kicking up a fuss anyway.”


  He didn’t mention Duan Jiaxu again.


  Thinking over Sang Yan’s words, Sang Zhi had an unpleasant thought. If Duan Jiaxu hadn’t gone home for the Dragon Boat Festival…and he wasn’t guaranteed to be at school…he probably had a girlfriend. He was at the age for it. Someone who could make a meeting with a teacher feel like a group date? Of course he’d have a girlfriend.


  Well, if he does, he does.


  None of my business, anyway.


  It’s not a big deal.


  The more she thought about it, the more pressure weighed on her chest. She tossed the plastic bowl onto the table with a bang just as Sang Yan hung up and sat at the dining table. 


  He studied her thoughtfully. “Cartoons make you that angry?” He switched the TV off and sighed. “What, did Weslie the Goat get caught by Wolffy again?”


  “I wasn’t watching Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf.”


  Sang Yan wasn’t interested, anyway. He gulped the last of his drink. “If you want to get back to watching, turn the volume down. I’m going to take a nap.”


  “Gege.”


  “Hm?”


  She scratched her head. “Are you the only one in your dorm room without a girlfriend?”


  He stared at her for a few seconds, then laughed. “Why are you so worried about that all of a sudden, gremlin?”


  “Um, just asking.”


  “Did Mom and Dad put you up to this?”


  “Can’t I care about you?” Sang Zhi grumbled. “I heard Mom say that Granny Chen is trying to set her youngest daughter up. If you’re single, you could go out with her.”


  “Granny Chen’s youngest?” He gave her a look.


  “Yeah.”


  “Isn’t she forty?”


  Sang Zhi blinked. “So? S’not like you can afford to be picky.”


  Sang Yan bit back the curse on his tongue. He didn’t want his sister to pick up bad language she could use on him someday. “You don’t have to worry,” he said as he walked over and tapped her head with his empty bottle. “Know why all my roommates are single?”


  She waited.


  “Because they’re all lining up to hit on me. I came home to escape. Got it?”


  She nodded instead of arguing for once. She watched him toss the bottle into the trash and storm off to his room, then quickly turn back around to add, “Because I’m straight.”


  She nodded again.


  Not that she’d absorbed anything he’d said. The only thing she’d heard with any clarity was the phrase “all my roommates are single.”


   


  ***


   


  “Hey, Dad,” Sang Yan said in the middle of dinner. “I’m moving into the main campus dorms after exams. Could you lend me your car?”


  Sang Rong nodded. “Is it a lot of stuff? Do you need to hire movers?”


  “No, I just don’t want to cram into the bus with all my stuff.”


  “The main campus?” Li Ping repeated. “That’s close to Zhizhi’s school, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You could pick your sister up from school whenever you have time, then,” concluded Sang Rong.


  Sang Yan’s lips tightened. “I have to babysit while I’m at college?”


  “I don’t need him to pick me up,” Sang Zhi protested.


  “You’d better not.” Sang Yan huffed, then looked at Sang Rong. “Moving day is probably at the start of next month. Lend me the Toyota, it’s bigger. That way I can move my roommate’s stuff too.”


  “Anything you want, as long as you don’t bully your sister,” Sang Rong replied.


  “Anything you want, as long as you don’t bully me,” Sang Zhi echoed.


  “Got it,” Sang Yan grudgingly agreed.


  When he mentioned his roommate, a quiet hope sprouted in Sang Zhi’s heart. “Um… Which roommate are you helping, Gege?”


  He didn’t bat an eyelash. “Why?”


  “I wanna help you move.”


  He paused in the middle of eating, unable to believe his ears. “You want to help me move?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You have school,” he pointed out, suspicious of her motives.


  “You might move on a weekend. And I finish school at four twenty. I could help you after school. You probably won’t be done that early anyway.”


  “Well, it just so happens that I’ll be done by four twenty.”


  A clear rejection. She pouted and fell silent.


  “What’s wrong with letting your sister help?” Sang Rong asked. “It’s not a bad thing. It won’t affect you.”


  Sang Yan sighed. “The stuff’s so heavy, how is she going to lift anything? And then I’ll have to make sure she doesn’t get hurt while I’m in the middle of unpacking. I won’t have the time.”


  “Let her watch you unpack, then,” Sang Rong said.


  Sang Yan was at a loss for words. He exhaled, then looked at Sang Zhi. “Fine, whatever you want.”


  His assent made her instantly brighten, her eyes curving into crescents as she grinned. “Okay! I’ll go and watch Gege unpack.”


  Sang Yan fought to not roll his eyes.


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi herself didn’t really understand why she was doing any of this. She didn’t know why she’d tried to find out whether Duan Jiaxu had a girlfriend or why she’d volunteered to help Sang Yan move. Everything pointed to one answer, but she refused to admit it.


  She just missed him.


  Or perhaps, at the age of first loves, something was taking root in her heart—creeping vines she had never experienced before but sensed all too clearly.


  She longed to let it grow, to set it free, but instead she locked it away at the bottom of her heart, hiding it where no one else could see.


   


  ***


   


  Sang Yan moved in on a Wednesday.


  When the bell rang at the end of the school day, Sang Zhi slung her bag over her shoulders and bolted, leaving Yin Zhenru baffled.


  There were way more people on the road than usual, maybe because they were also moving dorms. Sang Zhi knew where Nanwu University’s main campus was; she passed it often on her way home. Sunrise Middle School had so little space of its own, and the university was so close, that they held all their sports festivals, concerts, and cultural events there—people even joked that Sunrise was “Nanwu University Middle School.”


  She reached the main entrance of the university and called her brother.


  He had completely forgotten she’d volunteered to help. When she reminded him, he paused for a moment. “No way. You’re coming? For real?”


  “I’m literally at your door.”


  “Are you at the university’s main entrance?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I don’t have the time to get you. Come in, turn right, go straight until you hit the stairs, then go up. Block Nine, Level Five, Room 525. If you’re not sure, ask someone for directions to Block Nine of the boys’ dorms. Got it?”


  “Got it,” said Sang Zhi. She hung up and followed his directions.


  Nanwu University was full of local students, and today plenty of them had brought their families to help them move. On her way to the dorm, she saw several people well beyond college age and kids in middle school uniforms like herself.


  After ten minutes, she found herself in front of a wide staircase. The empty space at the bottom was huge; even with several buses and a row of cars parked along the road, there was still ten feet of clearance. 


  She scanned the area. Just as she was about to call Sang Yan, she spotted her father’s car. She lowered her phone and walked over.


  No one was inside, but the trunk had been left open and unattended. A stack of books and a hideous stuffed toy lay in the back.


  Since she was heading up anyway, she could bring those with her. She picked up the toy, considered it, then set it on top of the books to carry everything at once. That was probably easier than carrying them separately.


  Before she could lift the stack—before she even had time to let go of the toy—a shadow fell over her.


  Someone stood behind her, blocking the light. She turned without thinking and found herself facing a plain black short-sleeved shirt.


  Her gaze traveled upward, skimming across an Adam’s apple, a sharp jaw, and lips, to finally meet a pair of eyes that seemed both amused and unreadable.


  Duan Jiaxu studied the toy in her hand. Then he bent down until they were face-to-face.


  “Where did this little thief come from?” he said with a low chuckle.


  He was too close. Sang Zhi stiffened, unsure what to say.


  He pointed at her hand. “Why are you only stealing Gege’s things?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Do you have your eye on me?”


  A breeze whistled past her ear, carrying a hint of lime and tobacco. Sunlight edged his silhouette in gold, adding a gentle warmth to him.


  In the two months since they’d last met, he’d gotten a haircut, and she had the odd sense he’d grown taller. Otherwise, nothing had changed. He was just as free-spirited—and as dazzling—as ever.


  Her heart pounded. His teasing stirred her guilt, as if he really had caught her stealing. Her limbs felt misplaced, and she couldn’t help but straighten her back. 


  “I didn’t know it was yours,” she murmured, pushing the toy into his hand. She lowered her head and stepped back, uneasy.


  When he didn’t reply, she gestured at the books in the trunk. “I’m here to help my brother move. I saw the stuff in the car, so I wanted to carry it up for him.”


  He remained silent.


  “If I’d known the doll was yours,” she added, “I wouldn’t have taken it.”


  His eyebrows arched, and he straightened up. “You wouldn’t have helped if you knew it was mine?”


  Sang Zhi shook her head. “Absolutely not.”


  “Absolutely? Where’s your conscience?” he chided.


  She stared at him, bewildered. He’d called her a thief for taking it, but when she said she wouldn’t, he accused her of lacking a conscience? This man changed faster than the weather.


  “Don’t you remember how I did you a big favor?” he said.


  Half her annoyance faded at the reminder. “I do.”


  “Then why don’t you treat me better?”


  She gave him a flat look.


  He laughed softly and stopped teasing her. He held out the toy. “Play with it if you’d like.”


  She lifted her hand, but his earlier words about her having her eye on him flashed through her mind, and she pulled back.


  “You don’t want it?” he asked, drawing the toy back. “So I can throw it out?”


  She paused, then grabbed it.


  “Just take it if you want it so bad,” he said, amused. “Why so shy?”


  “You called me a thief.”


  “I was joking.” He scooped up the books and shut the trunk. “C’mon, let’s head up.”


  Sang Zhi followed wordlessly.


  Duan Jiaxu checked his phone for a moment. “Upset?”


  She said nothing.


  “I’ll give you the dolly as an apology, okay?”


  “It’s a very ugly doll.”


  “Is it?” He inspected it with a curious expression. “It’s not that bad.”


  “Why’d you buy it?”


  “I didn’t.” He thought about it for a while. “I don’t remember where it came from,” he said, careless as ever.


  She seemed to read something into this. “Did someone give this to you, Gege?”


  “Hmm? I think so.”


  Her shoulders sank. “I’ll give it back, then.”


  “Don’t want it?” Duan Jiaxu reached out. “Here, I’ll take it.”


  She returned the toy quietly.


  “Is your bag heavy?” he asked.


  “It’s fine.”


  “We’re climbing five flights of stairs. That okay?”


  “Of course it is. I’m thirteen, not three.” Sang Zhi frowned. She hated how he babied her. “What, would you carry me on your back if I couldn’t make it?”


  He gave her a once-over and grinned. “I could.”


  “In your dreams.”


  “In my dreams?” He barked a laugh.


  “Well, yeah,” she said, then pressed her lips together.


  “Fine, fine. In my dreams.”


  The sizable and oddly shaped stuffed toy perched on top of the stack of books. It was quite a sight. Sang Zhi snuck several peeks at it as they climbed.


  The stairs were wide, but many people were going up and down them. Duan Jiaxu walked ahead so she wouldn’t get shoved or crushed. They made it up five flights of stairs without speaking.


  Unfortunately, Sang Zhi wasn’t athletic at all. Her face flushed as they climbed, and by the end, she was sweating and panting heavily. When they reached the final step, she put her hand against the wall and sank into a crouch, looking like she might never walk again.


  “Wait. I need to rest for a while.”


  “Hmm.” Duan Jiaxu eyed her. “Okay. I’ll come back in an hour to pick you up.”


  Sang Zhi pouted and grabbed for his right leg. “I’m just taking a little break. Who needs an hour?”


  “You’re so weak, kiddo.”


  “Your school’s stingy for not building an elevator!”


  “It’s only six floors. Why would we need an elevator?”


  “Your luck’s rotten if you’re living on the fifth floor of a six-story building.”


  “Okay, that’s enough. Get up, or your legs will go numb.” Duan Jiaxu checked his phone again. He seemed to be in a hurry. 


  Sang Zhi rose obediently and followed Duan Jiaxu down the corridor, trailing a little behind him on his right. She peered around curiously as they arrived at Room 525. The door was ajar. Duan Jiaxu pushed it open and dumped the books on the closest desk, and Sang Zhi ambled in after him.


  She turned her head and saw Sang Yan looking at her.


  His bunk was across from Duan Jiaxu’s. He was sitting in his chair with one long leg propped up on his desk, sipping water.


  “Thanks, bro,” Sang Yan said. His relaxed pose was maddening.


  “You said you didn’t have time to pick me up!” Sang Zhi snapped.


  “Yeah, I just finished unpacking,” Sang Yan easily replied. “Now I’m sitting down to rest.”


  A chubby boy leaned over the side of his bed, having heard a new voice. “Ooh, is this Sang Yan’s kid sister?”


  “Hello,” Sang Zhi said with a nod.


  Another boy walked in from the balcony. “Shit, your sister’s really cute.”


  Sang Yan twisted his bottle shut and threw it at him. “Don’t swear.”


  The boy caught the bottle and chucked it back. “Rich coming from you! As if you’re not w—” But he cut himself off. “Oops. I misspoke. Don’t repeat that, okay, little girl?” he said with a sheepish grin.


  Sang Zhi nodded to that as well. She flicked a glance toward Duan Jiaxu, then dropped her gaze again. He was tidying his desk. A moment later, he dragged his chair next to Sang Yan’s.


  “Sit here, little girl,” he said with a smirk.


  “Okay,” she murmured meekly.


  Duan Jiaxu headed into the bathroom, and conversation filled the narrow dorm room. From what Sang Zhi gathered, the chubby one was Qian Fei, and the one who swore was Chen Junwen. Both were chatty and easygoing. Sang Yan seemed close with them, chiming in now and then while scrolling on his phone. The three decided on hotpot off campus for dinner—and to bring Sang Zhi along.


  Soon, Duan Jiaxu emerged from the bathroom in a different shirt. He didn’t join the chatter. He went straight to his desk, opened a drawer, and grabbed his wallet.


  “Lao-Xu,”2 Chen Junwen called out with a grin. “Let’s all go for hotpot later, to celebrate moving in.”


  “Tonight?” Duan Jiaxu shook his head. “You guys go. I’m busy.”


  Sang Zhi whipped her head around.


  “With what?!” Qian Fei demanded. “Do you have a girlfriend? I object! We’re a team in this dorm! If you’re getting a girlfriend, find me one first!”


  “No, me first!” Chen Junwen cut in.


  “I’m not fussy. I’m happy as long as they don’t have a horrible temper,” said Qian Fei.


  “I’m happy as long as it’s a girl,” said Chen Junwen.


  “I’m fine with men,” Qian Fei added.


  Sang Zhi stared at them. “But aren’t you all after my brother?”


  Sang Yan rolled his eyes.


  Chen Junwen recoiled, alarmed. “Now now, little girl, you have to watch what comes out of your mouth, the same way you watch what goes into it!”


  Qian Fei sat up in his bunk and studied Sang Yan.


  “Now that you mention it, Sang Yan has a good face. Delicate features,” he remarked, stroking his chin.


  Sang Yan scowled. “Get lost, the both of you.” 


  Duan Jiaxu chuckled as he slung his black bag over his shoulder. “I’m off. Have fun, guys.” He paused, then patted Sang Zhi’s head. “You can have the toy if you want it.”


  Chen Junwen sighed after he left. “We should head out too.” 


  “Yeah, I’m hungry,” said Qian Fei.


  “Hey, gremlin, do you want hotpot?” Sang Yan asked.


  Sang Zhi considered this, then shook her head. “I’m going home.”


  “Maybe something else?” Sang Yan frowned. “I’ll take you home after dinner.”


  Sang Zhi shook her head again.


  “Well, think about it.” Sang Yan jumped to his feet. “I’m going to the bathroom.”


  Sang Zhi returned Duan Jiaxu’s chair to his desk. She noticed the stuffed toy on his desk and picked it up hesitantly, her mood low. Qian Fei watched Sang Zhi pick up the toy as he put on his slippers.


  “Duan Jiaxu hasn’t thrown that thing out yet? What’s wrong with him?”


  Chen Junwen looked over. “I think he puts it on his bed as decor.”


  “Isn’t sleeping next to it creepy?”


  Sang Zhi squeezed the toy a little harder and mustered her courage. “Did Jiaxu-gege’s girlfriend give this to him?”


  “What girlfriend?” Chen Junwen immediately replied. “Where would he find the time for a girlfriend?”


  “Yeah, he works like a dog.”


  “I don’t, so why don’t I have a girlfriend?”


  “Cause you’re ugly. Why else?” Qian Fei considered the toy for a moment. “Pretty sure Duan Jiaxu won that in some competition. I remember that much.”


  “Oh yeah, last semester.”


  Sang Zhi’s grip loosened as she breathed a sigh of relief.


  There were two bathrooms in the dorm room. Probably because Sang Zhi was there, both Chen Junwen and Qian Fei took their clothes and squeezed into the unoccupied one instead of changing in the room itself.


  Sang Zhi rolled the toy in her hands, then unzipped her bag to stuff it inside.


  It was too big to fit.


  She yanked the toy out and emptied her bag, setting its contents on Duan Jiaxu’s desk as she adjusted things. Finally, she squeezed the toy snugly in her half-full bag and closed the zipper with a satisfied smirk.


  Sang Yan and the other two came out of the bathrooms at the same time. Sang Zhi jumped, feeling genuine guilt this time, but turned around and marched to Sang Yan’s desk with the illusion of calm.


  Sang Yan wiped his hands with a paper towel. “Decided?”


  “I’ll eat at home,” said Sang Zhi.


  “All right. I’ll walk you to your stop.”


   


  ***


   


  Around ten that evening, Duan Jiaxu returned to the dorm room.


  Chen Junwen and Qian Fei were gaming on their computers, yelling variants of “Get ’im!” and “Kill, kill, kill!”


  Sang Yan lay motionless in bed, but when he heard Duan Jiaxu come back, he raised his head tiredly. “Hey. Duan Jiaxu.”


  “What’s up?” Duan Jiaxu put his bag on his desk.


  “My sister called.” Sang Yan extended his phone toward him. “Said you left something with her. She wouldn’t tell me what it is. Call her yourself.”


  Duan Jiaxu opened his closet but couldn’t find the clothes he was looking for. “Hand it to me when the call gets through.”


  With a yawn, Sang Yan tapped on the screen, found Sang Zhi’s number, swiped to call, then handed his phone to Duan Jiaxu. He held it to his ear as he walked to the balcony to grab his clothes off the line.


  “Gege?” came a voice through the speaker.


  “What did I leave with you, kid?” Duan Jiaxu asked lazily.


  “Um… It’s not that you left something with me, Gege,” she confessed. “I left something with you.”


  “What is it?”


  “Homework.”


  Duan Jiaxu hummed indifferently. “I’ll ask your brother to pass it to you tomorrow morning, okay?”


  “But I haven’t done it yet…”


  Duan Jiaxu paused. It took him a few seconds, but he figured out what she was asking of him. “You want me to do it for you?”


  “I could have done it myself, b-but there’s a five-hundred-word weekly journal entry to write,” she stuttered, afraid he would find her request unreasonable. “I won’t be able to finish it in time tomorrow morning.”


  Duan Jiaxu snorted in disbelief. “Why don’t you ask your brother?”


  “He wouldn’t do it for me.”


  “And I would?”


  Silence fell for a moment.


  “Just help me, please?” Sang Zhi pleaded, her voice nasal and tearful. “My teacher’s really scary. I’ve skipped other homework before… Chinese is the only subject where I wouldn’t dare miss an assignment…”


  “Why are you crying?” Duan Jiaxu was so surprised he had to laugh. “How’s this, kid: I’ll bring it over bright and early tomorrow, and you can do it before school. Okay?”


  “No.” She sniffed.


  “Why not?”


  “I-I can’t get up in time…” Sang Zhi burst into loud sobs.


  He didn’t know whether it was because of her anxiety, or because of his distant tone, but after her nervous admission, Sang Zhi didn’t speak again. All he heard was intermittent crying.


  Back in the dorm room, Qian Fei slammed hard on his keyboard. “Fuck, man! This support’s a fucking idiot!”


  Sang Yan chucked a pillow at him. “Shut up, or I’ll make you a fucking idiot.”


  “Sang Yan! It’s a matter of life and death!” Qian Fei’s voice was as loud as a megaphone. “Get the fuck up and play with us!”


  Surrounded by noise on all sides, Duan Jiaxu tightened his lips. He shut the balcony door, then leaned an arm on the railing. Below, the light of the streetlamps glimmered. He held his emotions in check.


  “What time do you normally get to school, kid?” he asked in a gentle tone.


  “Seven forty,” she said through hiccups.


  “You get up at seven?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Can you get up at six tomorrow?”


  This time, Sang Zhi didn’t respond.


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t mind. He weighed his next words carefully. “Your teacher assigned you this homework. It’s your responsibility. You can explain to your teacher what happened, apologize, and promise to make it up—but you can’t have someone else write it.”


  He heard her sniffles, followed by a low hum of assent. She’d finally listened to his advice. A lot had changed in two months. Duan Jiaxu relaxed a little.


  “So, can you get up at six tomorrow?”


  She hesitated, but eventually managed an uncertain “Yes…” 


  “Okay, so, tomorrow morning.” Duan Jiaxu did the math quickly. “I’ll meet you at the bus stop at six forty and keep you company while you do your essay. Got it?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Don’t cry anymore. Think about what you want to write, then wash your face and go to sleep.”


  “Okay,” Sang Zhi peeped. Then she added in a tiny voice, “Gege, please don’t tell my brother about this.”


  Duan Jiaxu laughed. “You’re scared to tell your brother about leaving your homework behind?”


  “It’s not that…” She paused like she didn’t know how to explain. “Just…don’t tell him.”


  “Okay.” Duan Jiaxu was impressed by his own patience. “Don’t forget to get up at six tomorrow,” he reminded her. “I’ll call you.”


  “Got it.”


  “Go to sleep.”


  When the line clicked, Duan Jiaxu lowered the phone. The screen had gone dark, but Sang Yan’s phone had no passcode. He tapped the screen and checked the call logs for the most recent entry. After a glance at Sang Zhi’s number, he returned to the home screen.


  Duan Jiaxu grabbed the dry clothes off the line and went inside. The little room was now even livelier than before. Sang Yan had climbed down from his bunk and was standing next to Qian Fei, watching him game. He occasionally muttered “noob-ass move” and swung between indifference and irritation. Duan Jiaxu gave him his phone back.


  “What’d you leave with her anyway?” Sang Yan asked.


  “Some minor thing. She can have it,” Duan Jiaxu replied.


  Sang Yan was too drowsy to probe further.


  Duan Jiaxu took a shower. When he exited the bathroom, it was lights-out. He dried his hair with his towel, then turned on the lamp on his desk. He swept his gaze over the tabletop. Sang Zhi’s journal was nowhere in sight.


  Cocking his head, he noticed his bag and lifted it. Sure enough, a few exercise books were hiding underneath, along with a pale-blue journal.


  Duan Jiaxu smiled. He pushed them to one side and covered them with a reference book. Then he turned on his laptop, opened a document, and resumed work on a report he had to present in two days. 


  The raucousness of his roommates gradually faded into silence. As the night wore on, lights from phones and lamps went out one by one. At last, the bottom right corner of his screen flickered two a.m., and the only lamp still on was his.


  He switched off the laptop and tidied the things on his desk by lamplight. His eyes suddenly landed on the corner of Sang Zhi’s journal. Pulling the towel off his neck, he lifted the notebook from the pile and flipped it open. It fell on the latest entry.


  A mild interest stirred within him. Without a thought for respecting Sang Zhi’s privacy, he blinked and scanned the essay.


  A Stray Dog, the title read.


  June 24, 2009. Wednesday. Cloudy.


  The weather wasn’t very good today. The sky was dark and gray. It looked like it was going to rain. I didn’t bring an umbrella, so when I got off the bus I was in a rush to get home. I ran the whole way to our apartment complex. As I was running past some bushes, I suddenly saw a black stray dog.


  When I saw it, I stopped. The sight made me feel as terrible as the weather. Its face saddened me, and I couldn’t help but go over to talk to it. It reminded me of my brother. They looked like they were made from the same mold. This dog looked like my brother’s own son.


  Duan Jiaxu paused here, lingering on the words for a long moment. Then the fatigue that’d built up over the course of the day dissipated all at once, and he began to laugh. It wasn’t very loud, even in the quiet of the dorm room—just a few soft huffs of breath—but he laughed and laughed before finally shutting the journal.


  He headed for the bathroom to prepare for bed. When he was done, he considered Sang Zhi’s journal again.


  “I-I can’t get up in time…”


  After a moment’s pause, he sat back down, grabbed a new notebook, and tore off a sheet of paper.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, Sang Zhi tossed and turned as she listened to the alarm clock ring and ring and ring. She thought about flaking dozens of times, but when her phone alarm went off as well, she finally sat up. She kicked off her covers with a scowl and dragged herself to the bathroom.


  Li Ping was already in the kitchen making congee. Hearing a door open, she assumed it was Sang Rong. She stepped out and blinked at the sight of Sang Zhi slumped at the dining table, half asleep and waiting for breakfast. She blinked. “Zhizhi? Why are you up so early?”


  Sang Zhi rubbed her eyes. “I left my homework at school. I need to get there early to do it.”


  This had never happened before, so Li Ping didn’t scold her. “Why don’t I ask your father to drive you? You can nap in the car.”


  “No thanks,” Sang Zhi mumbled, thinking of Duan Jiaxu at the bus stop. “I promised to go with my friend.”


  Li Ping didn’t press. She returned to the kitchen to fill a bowl of congee for her.


  After breakfast, Sang Zhi snagged her bag and rushed out the door. She waited at the bus stop for a few minutes, then boarded the first bus. Her drowsiness faded, replaced by a creeping anxiety. The closer she got, the more uneasy she felt.


  It wasn’t a long ride between her house and the school—ten minutes at most by bus. When her stop was announced over the speakers, she followed the crowd out, her heart in her throat. She didn’t even know why she was so nervous.


  She tightened her grip on her bag straps and scanned the stop. No one.


  Worried Duan Jiaxu was hidden behind a sign or something, she looped the area, searching in earnest.


  Still no one.


  Sang Zhi pulled her phone from her pocket. It was only six thirty. She didn’t have Duan Jiaxu’s number, so she couldn’t call. All she could do was wait.


  She sat down, morose.


  Two minutes later, her phone rang. It was an unfamiliar number with a Yihe City area code. She answered.


  “Are you up yet, kid?”


  Sure enough, it was Duan Jiaxu. His voice sounded even huskier than usual through the speaker.


  “I’m up,” she said, a little offended. She was already here, and he was asking if she was awake? She considered it for a moment. “Are you not?” she asked.


  “Huh?” He chuckled. “How could I call you if I wasn’t awake?”


  “I don’t see you.”


  “Maybe I haven’t left yet.”


  This matched her hunch exactly. She kicked a rock in frustration. “If you’re late, Gege, you’re gonna have a girlfriend who looks like Yu Fa from that Stephen Chow movie.” After some thought, she decided that wasn’t threatening enough. “With a body like a Transformer.”


  Something warm pressed against Sang Zhi’s cheek. She leapt in shock and turned around.


  Duan Jiaxu was behind her, holding out a glass bottle of milk. He was wearing a button-up shirt striped with a bold coral red. As he watched her, the light brown of his eyes seemed to deepen. He straightened.


  “Yu Fa?” he asked, amused.


  Sang Zhi stiffened.


  “Transformer?”


  She bit her lip.


  “The only kind of girlfriend I’m gonna have?”


  She looked away.


  “You really don’t have a conscience, do you, kid?” Duan Jiaxu said with a smirk.


  She hadn’t expected him to show up right away. Now that they were face-to-face, she felt guilty for what she’d said. She kept her head bowed.


  Two long seconds passed.


  “That said…” Duan Jiaxu’s eyes curved as he pressed the milk into her hand. “The way you describe it, that combination… Hmm. Actually sounds pretty charming.”


  He said it lightly, with a teasing edge. Sang Zhi couldn’t tell if he meant it. She rubbed her fingers against the bottle and tried to look wise.


  “You haven’t seen those films, have you, Gege?”


  “I’ve seen Transformers.”


  Knew it. Of course he didn’t know what she was referencing—why else would he say that?


  Sang Zhi felt rather proud that she knew something he didn’t. She stood to give him a patient explanation. “Yu Fa isn’t the name of a movie. It’s a side character in a Hong Kong movie called…”


  She faltered. The title eluded her for the moment. “It’s called…um…”


  Duan Jiaxu watched her racking her brain as she struggled to finish her sentence. “Yu Fa’s a nice name—like a flower,” he said with a soft laugh. Sang Zhi didn’t respond, too busy thinking, but he didn’t mind. “She sounds like a pretty girl,” he added.


  This time, Sang Zhi couldn’t ignore him. She looked up, ready to argue, but he pinched her cheek and continued, “Like Little Sang Zhi, right?”


  She couldn’t believe her ears. Or rather, the words entering them.


  He thought she looked like Yu Fa?! Beard, finger up her nose, everything! She was thunderstruck—and had completely forgotten he supposedly didn’t know who Yu Fa was.


  Duan Jiaxu checked the time on his phone, then looked around. “Do you want to do your homework over there?” he asked, pointing at a convenience store nearby.


  Sang Zhi was still frozen.


  He turned back. “Hm? Say something, Little Yu Fa,” he drawled.


  What?! Little Yu Fa?! Double thunderstruck, with a spinning kick!


  She really couldn’t tell if he was trying to compliment her or insult her. “Don’t call me that!” she ordered. “Yu Fa’s not pretty at all.”


  “Really?” Duan Jiaxu raised an eyebrow. “But she sounds pretty.”


  Sang Zhi stared at him. Now that she thought about it, she realized what was wrong: When he first heard her say “Yu Fa,” his reaction had been completely different from his subsequent feigned ignorance. He’d been messing with her the whole time.


  She narrowed her eyes at him, then pressed her lips into a flat line and marched toward the convenience store.


  The kid has a temper. Duan Jiaxu laughed to himself and sauntered after her.


  The store was fairly large. Beside the counter was a machine with hot food like sausages and cart noodles. Two empty tables sat in front of the refrigerated section.


  Sang Zhi took the innermost seat. Duan Jiaxu sat across from her and pulled her books out of his bag. “Here, do your homework.”


  She accepted them and opened her journal.


  It was quiet. The cashier at the counter swiped through his phone without making much noise. The air was thick with the fragrant smell of cart noodles and fish balls.


  “Have you had breakfast, kid?” Duan Jiaxu asked, cupping his cheek.


  Sang Zhi got her pen out and nodded, not in the mood to talk.


  “Do you want anything else?”


  She shook her head.


  “Is it okay if Gege buys his own breakfast?”


  She nodded again, so Duan Jiaxu rose and walked to the cashier.


  Sang Zhi wrote the date, then let her gaze wander to Duan Jiaxu.


  He stood in front of a shelf, browsing. The bright store lights made his skin look pale, except for the gray under his eyes—it seemed like he stayed up late often, though it didn’t dampen his mood. She watched his eyes as he examined the goods on sale, focused, yet gentle rather than sharp.


  His smile always had that insouciant air, though. Like a rogue in gentlemen’s clothing.


  He returned holding a sandwich. She looked down and pretended to be thinking about an introduction for her essay.


  He took a bottle of water and a reference book from his bag, then tore open the sandwich wrapper and bit into his breakfast. He ate neatly, polishing off the meal the size of his hand without making a sound.


  Sang Zhi dragged her pen along the paper, but her mind wasn’t on her work—it kept drifting back to him. 


  She recalled her brother saying that they would move after exams, and they’d just moved. So if exams were over, that meant they were on break now, right? Then again, her mom and dad had said that Sang Yan wasn’t coming home because he had a short summer semester. Was that a universal thing?


  Duan Jiaxu noticed her distraction. He rapped lightly on the table. “Do your homework.”


  Sang Zhi collected herself and nodded.


  The table was round and small. Their books overlapped. When Duan Jiaxu noticed, he shut his textbook and leaned back so she had more space.


  After a while, he noticed the unopened bottle of milk. “Not drinking that?”


  Sang Zhi glanced first at the milk, then at him. She slipped the bottle into her bag without answering.


  “Why are you acting like I’ll take it from you?” Duan Jiaxu laughed.


  Sang Zhi stayed quiet.


  “You won’t let Gege drink it?” he teased.


  She zipped her bag shut, wary.


  “You get mad so easily.” Duan Jiaxu slumped back, his expression loose. “I was just joking around, and now you won’t speak to me anymore?”


  This time, Sang Zhi’s eyelids didn’t even twitch.


  “Heartless little thing.”


  “I’m trying to do my homework,” she informed him robotically.


  Duan Jiaxu swept a look over her journal. She’d written most of it already. “All right, go ahead.”


  She stopped giving him the silent treatment now that she was almost done with her assignment, and once she started speaking, the rest came more easily.


  “You’re not on break yet, Gege?” she asked as casually as she could.


  “No, not yet.”


  “Oh. Are you from Nanwu?”


  “No.”


  “So…when classes are done, will you go home for summer break?”


  “No. Why are you so curious about me?” He tapped a finger on her book. “Hurry up, finish your work and go to school.”


  “…Okay.”


  At a quarter past seven, she finished her journal entry. She packed her things, pulled her bag over her shoulders, and followed Duan Jiaxu out of the convenience store.


  Since it was still early, he walked her all the way to the school gate. For some reason, she didn’t really want to go, so she dragged her feet the whole time. She bade him a long goodbye before turning—slowly—to plod inside.


  Before she could take another step, Duan Jiaxu called out as if something had just occurred to him. He pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it over. “Right, I forgot to tell you something, kid.”


  “Huh?” Sang Zhi took it cautiously.


  “I peeked at your journal.” He sounded like he was trying to be apologetic, but she couldn’t detect a shred of remorse. “So I wrote a new entry for you, as compensation,” he drawled, pointing at the paper in her hand.


   


  ***


   


  Since it was still early, the classrooms were mostly empty. Students usually arrived just in time for the morning reading period, which was still twenty minutes away. Sang Zhi walked to her seat and dropped into it. She unpacked her bag piece by piece. Only when it was empty did she reach into her pocket for the paper Duan Jiaxu had given her.


  She unfolded it and smoothed it flat.


  It was a journal entry, just like hers. He’d even copied her handwriting: small, elegant, each stroke clean and distinct. The title read Helping My Brother Move Dorm Rooms, and the essay was an earnest, blow-by-blow account of the whole day’s events, detail after detail. She flipped it over. On the back, in large script, he’d written No longer needed.


  Sang Zhi couldn’t quite picture it. Maybe it had been dark by then, the lights out, him sitting at his desk and—for once—struggling to write something like this. 


  Maybe that was how it went. A scene that made her heart race and her breath quicken. A scene that made the very air taste sweet.


  Her mind blanked. She read it again, combing through every line. Her lips curved before she could stop them. She folded the paper again and tucked it into her sketchbook.


  Just then, Yin Zhenru arrived. She came in through the back door of the classroom and greeted Sang Zhi. After a few steps, she turned. “What’s got you so happy today?”


  Sang Zhi stiffened. She tried her best to rein in the wayward smile tugging at her mouth. “Nothing. Just thought of a joke.”


  Yin Zhenru didn’t question it. Her gaze drifted to the bottle on Sang Zhi’s desk. “Aren’t you allergic to milk? Why’d you buy that?”


  After a brief silence, Sang Zhi slid the bottle into her desk. “Just took it by mistake.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi put the milk in the fridge when she got home. Then, afraid Li Ping might see it, she put it in her treasure chest instead, so she could take it out whenever she wanted.


  Time trickled on, day by day.


  He was so close by. Sang Zhi only had to walk five minutes from the school gate to get to his dorm room. She could even pretend she was looking for Sang Yan, then “unintentionally” end up seeing the one her heart ached for.


  But she didn’t have the courage. Everything she wanted to do felt wrong. She worried she wouldn’t be able to hide it—this little notion in her heart that only she knew of, that only she cared about.


  Two weeks passed like this.


  On the first day of the summer break, Li Ping caught Sang Zhi with the milk. Thinking she was about to drink it, Li Ping gave her a long but gentle lecture. Even then, she tried to confiscate it, afraid Sang Zhi really would drink it. In the end, Sang Zhi had to pour the milk out, wash the bottle, and dry it. After that, she folded little stars and dropped them inside, one after another, day after day.


  Later, she tucked Duan Jiaxu’s journal entry in as well.


  The little sprout was no longer a sapling. It was growing into a sturdy tree.


  She began to have something to look forward to, even if it was a very little thing. She looked forward to it every day.


  She wished the days would pass a little faster.


  She wished she could grow up a little quicker.


   


  ***


   


  In early August, Sang Rong and Li Ping went to a friend’s wedding in another city, leaving Sang Yan and Sang Zhi behind. Before they set off, Li Ping gave Sang Yan a whole laundry list of instructions and told him to take good care of his sister. Sang Rong added a few threats for good measure. Sang Yan begrudgingly promised he’d keep his sister alive.


  The first day passed peacefully—apart from mealtimes, when Sang Yan scowled his way through preparing food to meet Sang Zhi’s many demands. The rest of the time he lay in bed playing on his phone. Sang Zhi wandered in to bother him every so often, and he tolerated it. And so the day went.


  But on the second day, his friends asked him to go out for some gaming. Sang Yan didn’t want to turn them down, so he changed quickly and left his room.


  Sang Zhi was in the living room watching cartoons. When she heard him, she looked over, expressionless and quiet.


  He walked to the vestibule and put on his shoes. “I’m going out for a while. Stay at home and do your homework.”


  “Going out to play?”


  “Call me if you need anything,” he said instead of answering.


  “You can’t.”


  Sang Yan stopped. “You think you’re the boss of me?” he asked with a smirk.


  Sang Zhi turned back to the TV and opened the pack of potato chips on the coffee table. “What if a burglar breaks in? I can’t beat them up.”


  “Lock the door properly. Nobody’s going to break in.”


  “What if I’m hungry? I don’t have anything to eat.”


  He eyed the chips in her hand. “The cupboard’s full of snacks. Isn’t that enough?”


  “I don’t want snacks,” she replied, then crunched into a potato chip.


  After staring pointedly at her chips for several seconds, Sang Yan gave up arguing and took a step back. “What do you want to eat, then?”


  “Not snacks.”


  He removed his shoes, keeping his temper in check. “What do you want? I’ll bring it home for you.”


  “I haven’t decided yet,” she said, like it was obvious.


  “Gremlin,” Sang Yan said with a sigh. He crouched down and pinched both her cheeks, hard. “When I was your age, I didn’t just have to make my own food when Mom and Dad weren’t home, I had to make yours too.”


  “Dash nod da shame,” Sang Zhi slurred through squished cheeks.


  “And why isn’t it the same?” He let go of her face.


  “You didn’t have an older brother when you were my age.” She grinned like a little fox. “But I do.”


  As Sang Yan rolled his eyes, one of his friends called to hurry him along. He didn’t want to waste any more time. “I’ll give you two options. Tell me right now what you want to eat and I’ll buy it for you, or you can starve to death at home.”


  “Option two.” Sang Zhi resumed eating. She pulled out her phone and searched for her father’s number. “Okay, I’m going to tell Dad—”


  Sang Yan snorted. “Go on, tell on me.” He went back to the vestibule.


  A moment later, he could hear her say, “Dad.”


  Sang Yan put one shoe on, but before he could put on the other, her earnest follow-up came: “Gege told me to go die.”


  Sang Yan shut his eyes, then took his shoe off for the second time. He stomped over, snatched her phone, and tried to hang up. But the screen showed the home screen, not the call display. There wasn’t even a record of a call. 


  As he realized what she’d done, his gut twisted with exasperation and he gave a bitter laugh. “You playing with me, gremlin?”


  “I didn’t say I called.” Sang Zhi fluttered her lashes innocently.


  “So who were you talking to just now?” he asked, voice ice-cold.


  She scooted to the other side of the couch. “Just rehearsing.”


  Sang Yan gritted his teeth.


  “You told me to die earlier. I wasn’t making that up.” She suddenly remembered he still had her phone and reached up to snatch it back. “I’m done rehearsing, so I’ll call now.”


  After a brief standoff, he let her take it.


  “Okay, go ahead,” he said. “Hit me with your worst.”


  This wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. She peered at him warily but pulled up the call page anyway, reluctant to surrender her advantage.


  “After you’re done, it’s my turn,” Sang Yan said mildly.


  “I didn’t do anything you can complain about.” She frowned. “What do you have to hit me with?” 


  “Not words.” He stretched his lips in a parody of a smile. “Go on. Complain. Say whatever you want, however you want—and then it’s my turn.” He rose to draw the curtains. The room darkened, like the sky before a thunderstorm.


  “If you beat me,” she said, her nerve faltering, “Dad’s gonna kill you when he gets home.”


  “Fine.” Sang Yan shrugged. “I’ll wait for him to come home and kill me.” He didn’t look at her as he scanned the living room and spotted the feather duster on top of the TV. He picked it up and waved it a little. “Are you coming over here, gremlin, or should I go there?”


  She stared at his weapon silently.


  He didn’t seem to need her answer, anyway. “I’ll go to you, then.”


  “Gege,” she squeaked, realizing she’d lost the advantage.


  “Yep, I’m coming.”


  She watched each step he took, sweating, until—


  “I’m sorry!” she blurted out.


  He paused.


  “Sorry, Gege. I won’t do it again.”


  Hah. At least she knew when the tide had turned against her.


  “See? Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” Sang Yan threw the feather duster aside. When she played nice, he was happy to reciprocate. “If you behave and don’t pick fights with me, I’ll bring you nice things to eat every day. Got it?”


  Sang Zhi hummed, not entirely satisfied.


  “I’m leaving now, all right?”


  She cocked her head. “Gege, who are you going out with?”


  “Roommates,” said Sang Yan as he put on his shoes for the third time.


  “’Kay.”


  “That’s all, right? Stay home, do your homework, don’t go into the kitchen, don’t cook for yourself,” he rattled off. “There’s a lot of food at home, so figure it out if you get hungry. You can go out and buy something too. Call me if you need anything.”


  She grimaced.


  “Oh yeah.” He rubbed his face. “Don’t open the door for strangers.”


  Sang Zhi agreed, and Sang Yan left. The click of the closing door echoed down the hall before silence fell again.


  The cartoon had ended and its credits were rolling. Sang Zhi felt rather listless. She chucked the bag of potato chips onto the coffee table, turned off the TV, and went to the bathroom to wash her hands.


  When she thought of Sang Yan saying “roommates,” her heart felt tickled by a soft, teasing feather. The chance seemed close enough to grasp—she only had to close her fingers around it—but she quashed the impulse as soon as it arose.


  Sang Zhi took a bottle of water from the fridge and sipped it on the way to her room. Then her phone rang; it was Yin Zhenru.


  “Sang Zhi!” 


  “What’s up?”


  “It’s Fu Zhengchu’s birthday next week. The guys are going to karaoke. They asked if you want to join.”


  “Which day?”


  “Wednesday.”


  “Oh,” said Sang Zhi. “I’ll see if I can make it.”


  “Are you bringing him a present?”


  “I need to bring a present?” Sang Zhi mulled it over. “In that case, I’m not free.”


  “It’s not a requirement, but it’s his birthday!” Yin Zhenru said, taken aback. “You should bring something. It’d be awkward to go empty-handed.”


  “I think so too,” Sang Zhi said seriously. “Which is why I’m not going.”


  “But I’m sure most of the guys won’t bring presents!” Yin Zhenru insisted. She really didn’t want to go alone. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just say my present’s from both of us.”


  Sang Zhi pulled a comic book from her shelf. “Mm, we’ll see. Don’t you have cram school now?”


  “Ah!” Yin Zhenru yelped. “I forgot! Gotta go, talk to you later!”


  After the call ended, Sang Zhi lay in bed scrolling through her call logs. When she came across the number she’d saved as Duan JX, she hesitated before tapping into their chat. Her fingers hovered, then retreated.


  If she wanted to text him, what would she say? Hope you’re enjoying the holiday? The only public holiday they’d had lately was Army Day on the first of August. So…Belated Happy Army Day!


  No, that was way too weird.


  She could pretend to send a wrong text…?


  No, too obvious.


  Or she could call Sang Yan and say she wanted to join him—maybe they’d run into each other.


  She flung her phone aside and flipped through her comic book, her head filling with all kinds of nonsense. After a while, she chucked the comic book as well, burrowed under her covers, and let the afternoon drowsiness overwhelm her.


  Why did they need to meet anyway? There was nothing good about seeing him. He always teased her. And with such a big age difference, there was a generation gap between them. They didn’t even speak the same language.


  Better to sleep at home.


  Yup.


  He was nobody, anyway. Nothing.


  Hah! Compared to the joy of an afternoon nap? He was nothing.


  She got up and gulped water to quench the fire of her impulsiveness. Satisfied, she lay back down, stared at the ceiling, and tried to brainwash herself.


  “It’s not like this is…that,” she muttered. “He’s just pretty good­looking. Anyone would take a second glance at someone good-looking on the street, right? Even if I saw a nice-looking dog, I’d want to go over and pet it.”


  The air seemed to freeze for a moment.


  Sang Zhi exhaled.


  “Maybe it really is that, but maybe I’ll meet someone better­looking later and feel the same thing for them. Like, right now, even if I can’t see him, I don’t really want to see him.” She nodded decisively. “That proves this feeling is very superficial.”


  Feeling a little better, she picked up her comic book again. At some point, she slumped onto it and fell asleep.


  Sometime later, her phone rang on the bedside cabinet.


  It rang for half a minute before she finally woke. She blinked at it for several seconds, then hung up.


  After a pause, someone started blowing up her phone again.


  Sang Zhi spaced out for a long time. When the third call came, she finally answered.


  “Hello?”


  “What are you doing?” Sang Yan demanded. “I’ve called so many times.”


  “I was sleeping.” Sang Zhi wasn’t pleased with him either. “You should’ve stopped after the first time I hung up on you.”


  “So you can complain to Mom and Dad about it?” Sang Yan snorted. “Get up. I’m grabbing dinner with my friends. Do you want to come, or should I get yours to go?”


  Before she could reply, another voice echoed in the background. “Hey, Duan Jiaxu tutors somewhere nearby, right? Should we ask him to join?”


  “Whatever you want,” said Sang Yan.


  “I’m asking him, then.”


  Sang Zhi bit back her original response. “I’ll eat with you,” she said in a low voice.


  “You sure?”


  “Yup.” She stood. “I’m hungry. It’d be really late by the time you brought it home.”


  “All right. Get changed, then. Wait for my call before you come down.”


  After hanging up, Sang Zhi went to her closet and studied her clothes. She grabbed a dress, changed, and headed to the bathroom to wash her face. Just then, Sang Yan called, so she threw on her shoes and ran out of the apartment.


  In the elevator, she pressed a hand to her stomach. Maybe she’d slept for too long—ever since waking up, she’d felt faintly uncomfortable, especially in her abdomen. Probably an upset stomach. She regretted not going to the bathroom earlier.


  When she exited the building, she immediately spotted her father’s car. Sang Yan sat in the driver’s seat, with a slightly plump man next to him.


  Sang Zhi climbed in the back seat. The man in the passenger seat turned and grinned. “Remember me, little girl?”


  It was Sang Yan’s roommate, Qian Fei. Sang Zhi nodded.


  Sang Yan glanced back at her. “Seatbelt.” Only after she buckled up did he start the engine.


  She’d rushed out with only her phone—she figured she didn’t need anything else if she was with her brother. She looked at the screen and then out the window. “Where are we going now?”


  “To pick up another gege,” said Qian Fei.


  “Ah.”


  Sang Yan jerked his chin at Qian Fei. “Call and ask where he is.”


  “He says he’s at the East Square bus stop.” Qian Fei pointed. “Hm, is that it?”


  Sang Yan followed his gesture, drove in that direction, and pulled over. Through the window, Sang Zhi watched Duan Jiaxu walk toward them. He opened the car door and sat next to her. She looked down automatically, avoiding his gaze.


  “You’re tutoring a high school student?” Qian Fei called back from the front.


  Duan Jiaxu hummed lazily, then went quiet.


  Sang Zhi scrutinized him from the corner of her eye. He seemed fatigued, leaning back the moment he sat down, eyelids lowered. A few strands of hair fell across his forehead, making him look oddly listless. The streetlamps cast a yellow lattice of light and shadow over him, shrouding him in mystery.


  After a moment, he opened his eyes and looked over, as if he’d caught her staring. Startled, Sang Zhi gripped her skirt. She didn’t look away—she refused to look guilty. Only after several seconds of eye contact did she bow her head to check her phone as calmly as she could.


  Duan Jiaxu lifted his brows, puzzled. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to upset her this time. He sat up straighter and propped an elbow against the window.


  “Why aren’t you greeting me, kid?” he asked with a chuckle.


  “Gege,” she said with a polite glance.


  Qian Fei twisted around in his seat. “Hey! What about me?”


  She paused. “Hello, Gege.”


  Duan Jiaxu kept his eyes on her, as if he hadn’t heard Qian Fei at all. His eyes were bright, naturally brazen, almost seductive—but without any deliberate intent.


  He seemed not to have heard her clearly. “What ‘Gege’?” he asked.


  “I said, ‘Hello, Gege,’” Sang Zhi replied, confused.


  Duan Jiaxu huffed out a low laugh. He must have heard it clearly this time. Then he cocked his head and asked, “‘Handsome Gege’?”


  Sang Zhi blinked, stunned.


  “No wonder…” Duan Jiaxu leaned toward her, eyebrows raised above his teasing smile. “…you always blush when you see me.”


  Chapter 3:
Let Gege Get a Bowlful


   


  THE CACOPHONOUS HEAVY METAL music blasting through the car jarred Sang Zhi so much her chest felt numb. It relieved some of her unease.


  Since he was in the back seat, Duan Jiaxu hadn’t bothered with his seatbelt. Even though he could have shifted closer, he didn’t. He’d only leaned slightly over the seat between them.


  Not far, but not close either.


  Sang Zhi’s breath hitched. She couldn’t think straight for a moment, her hand almost lifting to check if her cheeks were red—but she’d heard the teasing tone in his voice. He didn’t mean it.


  She paused, suddenly irritated that a grown man was toying with her. “Since when are you handsome?” she retorted, stone-faced. 


  Qian Fei was still turned around. He glanced at her, indignant. “Yeah! Have some shame, Duan Jiaxu. She isn’t even blushing.”


  The music was a little too loud for Sang Yan to follow the conversation, but he could guess what Duan Jiaxu had said from Qian Fei’s reaction. He turned the volume down and checked the rearview mirror. “He’s always like that.”


  “True.” Qian Fei rolled his eyes toward the heavens. “At our last physical test, when I was panting like a dog after the half-mile run, he came over to ask me why I blushed when I saw him.”


  Sang Zhi was at a loss for words. Duan Jiaxu remained slumped bonelessly in his seat like a pile of wet mud. When he heard Qian Fei, he only chuckled, not bothering to defend himself.


  “I was already gasping for breath!” Qian Fei went on. “When he said that, I almost suffocated!”


  “Forget people, he even talks that way to dogs,” Sang Yan added, steering straight into the Duan Jiaxu pile-on.


  “Huh?” Qian Fei froze, then burst into hysterics. “He says ‘you blush whenever you see Gege’ to dogs?”


  Sang Zhi pictured it and made a face.


  Qian Fei gave Duan Jiaxu a thumbs-up. “Nice, bro. Nice.” Then he turned to Sang Zhi. “Ignore him, little girl. He’s a not a good guy. Just play on your phone. We’ll be there soon.”


  Sang Zhi glanced at Duan Jiaxu and nodded expressionlessly.


  “Qian Fei, how could you try to drive a wedge between us?” Duan Jiaxu said, finally piping up.


  “Huh? Did I?” Qian Fei turned to Sang Zhi again. “Did I drive a wedge between you two, little girl?”


  Sang Zhi shook her head. “No.”


  Qian Fei spread his hands innocently, as if to say, You see?


  “He really doesn’t seem like a good guy,” she said in an earnest voice, gripping her seatbelt.


  Duan Jiaxu blinked and turned to her. “I’m not a good guy?” he repeated, as if doubting his ears.


  She ignored him.


  “Fine.” The corners of his lips lifted. “I’m not a good guy,” he said, his tone heavy with meaning.


  She kept looking out the window. After a few seconds, she thought she heard him mutter, “Ungrateful little creature.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Yan drove to a mall close to their house. It was a brand-new development, so business was slow; many lots didn’t even have tenants yet. Only a few were open on the outside. The place looked almost empty.


  Worried it might be hard to find a space, Sang Yan let the three of them out first, then drove into the basement parking garage alone.


  Sang Zhi grew more uncomfortable after getting out of the car. It wasn’t quite like an upset stomach…and then an awful thought struck her. Quietly, she slowed down, falling behind the others.


  Back when she’d been nearing the age for them, Li Ping had given her the talk about periods. Lots of her classmates already had theirs, so Sang Zhi sometimes heard them discuss it too. She’d seen girls missing gym class, drinking hot water even in the heat of summer, or running to the bathroom after every lesson.


  After all she’d seen and heard, she couldn’t help but connect the dots, no matter how oblivious she was.


  Li Ping had tucked two sanitary pads in each of Sang Zhi’s bags just in case. Unfortunately, Sang Zhi had rushed out the door. She hadn’t thought she’d need to bring a bag to dinner.


  Her mind blank, she walked slower and slower, hoping that she was wrong.


  Ahead of her, Qian Fei was waxing lyrical to Duan Jiaxu about the game he and Sang Yan had just played. Duan Jiaxu listened idly for a bit before he noticed Sang Zhi lagging behind. He turned around.


  “Why are you walking like a snail, kid?”


  Sang Zhi’s lips moved, but nothing came out.


  “Come to the front.” He beckoned. “If someone kidnapped you back there, we wouldn’t even notice.”


  Qian Fei scratched his head awkwardly. “I forgot Sang Yan’s sister was here…”


  Sang Zhi shuffled over. “Gege, I need to go to the bathroom,” she whispered.


  Duan Jiaxu noticed her complexion. “Why are you so pale? Are you sick?”


  “No.” Her voice dropped even further. “I just need the bathroom.”


  Looking at her, Duan Jiaxu thought he could guess what was going on. He lowered his voice too. “Upset stomach?”


  Sang Zhi paused, then nodded.


  “Let’s go into the mall.” Duan Jiaxu didn’t ask too many questions, afraid it might make her feel worse. “I’ll find you a bathroom.”


  They’d agreed in the car to have dinner at a new barbecue skewer place on the third floor. There was more foot traffic on the inside than out, and several other shops were open. Duan Jiaxu asked Qian Fei to get them a table.


  “Did you bring tissues, kid?” he asked as he looked around for signs.


  “No,” Sang Zhi said after a short silence.


  “When you go in, check if they have toilet paper. If they don’t, text me. I’ll buy you some and ask a nice lady to bring it in for you. Okay?”


  They saw a sign for the restrooms and started toward it, but then Sang Zhi shook her head. “Um, I can go alone.”


  “How could I let you do that?” Duan Jiaxu’s eyebrows flew up. “It’s your first time here, right? What if you get lost? Where would I look for you when your brother asks?”


  “I have a phone, don’t I?”


  “Why do you have so much to say? We’re just going to the restroom.” Duan Jiaxu half laughed, and Sang Zhi shut up.


  About ten yards from the restrooms, Duan Jiaxu stopped. “Go on, then.”


  Sang Zhi gave him a look before stepping inside. Fortunately, it was big, and there weren’t many people. She entered an empty stall, lifted her skirt, and pulled her underwear and bike shorts down at once.


  Yup. Just as she suspected. 


  Her underwear had a large, fresh red stain, and her black shorts seemed wet too. Sang Zhi’s expression turned grave. She tugged the back of her skirt forward.


  She was wearing a dark blue dress today, and a patch of the fabric was slightly darker than the rest. It wasn’t noticeable unless someone looked closely—but it was still there.


  Sang Zhi felt herself dying inside.


  She needed to go to the supermarket upstairs to buy sanitary pads, but she didn’t have a single cent on her. And she absolutely could not tell Duan Jiaxu. The thought alone was so awkward she couldn’t bear it.


  Her world collapsing, she stood rooted to the spot for a long time. Then she ripped off a thick wad of toilet paper and lined her underwear before leaving the restroom.


  Duan Jiaxu was still in the same spot, looking at his phone. He caught her approaching from the corner of his eye and put his phone in his pocket. “Good to go?”


  “Gege…” Sang Zhi hesitated. “You go on up. I’ll wait for my brother.”


  “Your brother already went up,” he said, extinguishing her last hope.


  Sang Zhi hung her head. “Okay… Let’s go, then.”


  “What’s with you today?” Duan Jiaxu sighed, confused by her strange behavior.


  Deciding to rush out of the house that night was probably Sang Zhi’s greatest regret in her life so far. Her long-awaited first period had finally arrived, and she was completely unprepared for it, not to mention accompanied by three men when it happened.


  None of them could understand. They would only think she was being stubborn and strange.


  She took his words stoically and walked ahead in silence.


  Duan Jiaxu had no idea what was going on with Sang Zhi. He could only assume she was in a bad mood and decided to let it go. Just as he was about to catch up, he glanced over her.


  And in that instant, he noticed the dark spot on her skirt.


  Huh.


  He thought about her actions so far and connected the dots.


  He ran a hand over his face, then caught her arm. “It wasn’t an upset stomach, was it?” he asked with measured words.


  Sang Zhi stopped. Her lip trembled, her eyes watered, and she quickly looked down without speaking.


  Duan Jiaxu felt awkward himself. He had to think for a second.


  “Go back to the restroom. I’ll go buy them for you, okay?” he said. She didn’t move, and he couldn’t see her expression. He tried to speak comfortingly. “Just wait in the restroom for a while. It’s fine. A minor thing.”


  When she heard this, her embarrassment overwhelmed her. The tears she’d been holding back burst free. She wiped at them as she sobbed, her shoulders shaking as if she’d been wronged beyond repair.


  Her crying dissolved the awkwardness.


  Duan Jiaxu had been at a loss at first, but watching her cry, he barked out a surprised laugh. Only out of consideration did he hold back.


  “Why the waterworks?”


  Sang Zhi didn’t look up. She was too ashamed.


  “Come on, don’t cry,” he said quietly. “It’s not a bad thing. Go wait for Gege in the restroom.”


  She didn’t want to stay outside like this anyway. She nodded and choked out a “Thank you, Gege” before hurrying back, trying to stifle her sobs.


  Duan Jiaxu watched her disappear inside, then let out a breath. He headed for the second floor. On the escalator, he mulled it over and decided to call Sang Yan.


  Sang Yan picked up right away. “Why aren’t you up here yet?”


  Duan Jiaxu wasn’t too sure how to start.


  “Hello? Can you hear me?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “The food’s here. Where are you guys?” Sang Yan waited another moment before prompting him again. “Bro. Say something.”


  “Bro,” said Duan Jiaxu, “your sister…”


  “What now?”


  “I think it’s her time of the month.”


  The silence that followed was so long that Duan Jiaxu almost thought he’d hung up. He walked into the supermarket and coughed lightly.


  “What do we do?” Sang Yan finally asked.


  “You’re asking me?” Duan Jiaxu said, incredulous.


  Silence again. Then, “There’s a supermarket on the second floor. Could you buy her something? Please, bro.”


  Absurd. “Is she my sister?”


  “You’re my brother,” Sang Yan said solemnly.


  Therefore, my sister’s your sister.


  “Come down,” said Duan Jiaxu, holding his head. “Buy her underwear. I shouldn’t be buying that.”


  The air went as cold as ice.


  “Fuck,” Sang Yan suddenly spat.


  “Huh?”


  “Bad signal.”


  Duan Jiaxu gaped in disbelief.


  “I’m hanging up,” said Sang Yan.


  But there was no click of the call ending. Duan Jiaxu browsed the shelves in silence. After a long moment, Sang Yan spoke again. “Bro.”


  Duan Jiaxu couldn’t be bothered to respond. Eventually, he heard the scrape of a chair and a sigh.


  “How about I keep you company while you buy them?” Sang Yan said, resigned.


  Again, Duan Jiaxu responded with silence.


  “Fine,” Sang Yan groaned. “You’ll be keeping me company. Okay?”


   


  ***


   


  Duan Jiaxu walked into a part of the supermarket he’d never visited before.


  It didn’t help that this was his first time in this particular supermarket. He searched for ages before spotting his target on a shelf next to the laundry detergent. Just as he was about to head over, he noticed several women standing nearby while a salesperson pitched products to them. He hesitated. Then, remembering Sang Zhi was waiting, he blinked rapidly and tried not to think too hard as he went over. 


  He stood in front of the leftmost rack and bent down to study the pastel packages. He wanted to grab one at random, but the labels only confused him.


  Not long after, Sang Yan found the section and walked up beside him, just as he was reaching for a blue pack.


  “How about this one?” he asked Sang Yan, showing it to him.


  Sang Yan shoved aside all concerns about his image and looked it over. “What does ‘Day’ mean? As in, you use it in the daytime? These things have day and night versions?” He scratched his head, frustrated. “It’s night now. Maybe grab the black one, that one just has a picture of a moon.”


  “It says ‘size five,’” Duan Jiaxu noted blandly. “A five on what scale?”


  “Uh…”


  “This one says ‘size two.’ Is ‘size five’ too big, maybe?”


  Sang Yan glanced at the words on top. “Is ‘maxi’ better than ‘super’? Ultra thin seems…bad?” He frowned.


  “Dunno.”


  “And this one has, like…more…zones?”


  The nearby women had made their purchases, so the salesperson switched targets to them.


  “Are you here to help your girlfriends buy pads?” she asked, interrupting Sang Yan.


  Both men looked over.


  Sang Yan had to be the one who replied. Sang Zhi was his sister. Duan Jiaxu looked away and kept his mouth shut.


  “No,” said Sang Yan. He swept his eyes over Duan Jiaxu. “Don’t judge based on looks, but you see…” He paused, then continued seriously, “She’s actually a woman.”


  Duan Jiaxu froze.


  The salesperson’s expression froze too. “Ah?”


  “Don’t treat her like that,” Sang Yan said indignantly. “She may be a bit rough around the edges, but she really is a woman.” 


  Duan Jiaxu took a breath before he looked up, his peach-blossom eyes fluttering in a suggestive, affectionate way. He put on a meaningful smile. “Babe?”


  Sang Yan felt goosebumps crawl up his arms.


  “You don’t have to say all that.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled lightly and pinched his cheek. “I know you think I’m the most beautiful girl around.”


  Sang Yan struggled to keep a straight face as the salesperson continued with a dispirited and somewhat doubtful pitch. They ended up buying two packs of both day and night pads, in what seemed to be an appropriate size.


  “You were so gross,” Sang Yan sneered once they’d left the section.


  “Oh?” Duan Jiaxu raised an eyebrow.


  “I almost threw up.”


  “You’re the one who called me a woman, aren’t you?” Duan Jiaxu smiled gently, beguiling as a siren. “If I were a woman, I’d be a very pretty one, don’t you think?”


  Sang Yan ignored him as they reached the underwear section. He snagged a random box and headed toward the cashier.


  “Buy clothes too,” said Duan Jiaxu.


  “It got on her clothes?”


  “Yep.”


  Sang Yan nodded, not asking anything else. They turned the corner into the clothing section, and Sang Yan found something in about the right size. Before he could pick it up, Duan Jiaxu pointed at another dress. 


  “Get this one.” 


  It looked like it would fit her, and the color was exactly the same as the dress Sang Zhi had worn today, so it wouldn’t stand out.


  Sang Yan didn’t question why Duan Jiaxu chose it—he wasn’t one for these details. He simply grabbed it and bought it.


  They left the supermarket and returned to the first-floor restrooms. Sang Yan called to a woman about to go in.


  “Excuse me,” he said politely. “Could you hand this to a little girl in the restroom named Sang Zhi?”


  The woman blinked. “Okay.”


  “Thank you.”


  Just as she was about to enter, Duan Jiaxu added, “Also, she’s a bit young and might not know these things, so could I ask a favor?”


  “Hm?”


  Duan Jiaxu rubbed the back of his neck. “Could you teach her to use them? She might be too embarrassed to ask,” he said after a moment.


  “Sure,” said the woman, giving him an understanding smile.


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi waited in the restroom for a long time.


  The mall was very user-friendly—they even had a waiting area in the restrooms. She didn’t dare to sit down, though; she was afraid of staining the seat. Too embarrassed to call Duan Jiaxu and hurry him along, she could do nothing but stand and wait.


  After fifteen minutes or so, a willowy woman walked in. She looked around, caught sight of Sang Zhi, and approached. “Excuse me, are you Sang Zhi?”


  Sang Zhi nodded quickly.


  “Your brother asked me to give you this.” The woman handed her the bag. “Do you know how to use them?” she asked gently.


  Sang Zhi took the bag, nodding. “Yes. Thank you, Miss.”


  The lady noticed her red eyes. “It’s okay. It happens to all of us,” she comforted her. “Don’t cry. Go get changed.”


  Sang Zhi thanked her again and went into a stall. She checked the bag. Finding everything she needed, she finally breathed a sigh of relief.


  She cleaned herself, then clumsily applied a pad to a fresh pair of underwear and stepped out in her new dress. She dithered in front of the sink; she wasn’t sure how to face Duan Jiaxu.


  At last, resigned to her fate, she left the restroom.


  To her surprise, Duan Jiaxu wasn’t there. In his place was Sang Yan, whom she hadn’t seen since leaving the car. Sang Zhi’s pained embarrassment eased a little at the sight of him.


  Sang Yan waved her over. She walked to him in silence. He took in her watery eyes and bent down. “What are you crying about, gremlin?”


  Her tears surged again. “It’s humiliating,” she choked.


  “Who says?”


  “It is,” she insisted, wiping her tears with the back of her hand as she continued to sob. “A-and…you g-gave me a clear b-bag… Everyone can see…”


  “The cashier gave me that bag,” he said, amused. “Why is it my fault? Blame the cashier.”


  “I don’t c-care…” She sobbed harder. “You have to g-get me an o-opaque bag…”


  “From where?” Sang Yan straightened up and extended his hands. “Whatever. Give it to me. That way I’m the humiliated one, okay?”


  Sang Zhi seemed to accept this logic, and her cries grew softer. She handed him the bag even as tears kept falling down her cheeks.


  Sang Yan took the bag in one hand and her wrist in the other.


  “And you say you’re not a kid anymore,” he teased. “Crying so hard over something this small.”


  Sang Zhi wiped her wet, teary hand on his shirt, but Sang Yan didn’t get angry.


  “You’re so gross,” he said.


  Sang Zhi sniffed. “I didn’t wipe my nose on you.”


  “You wouldn’t dare.”


  Determined to be contrary, Sang Zhi grabbed the hem of his shirt and rubbed her dripping nose on it.


  The adult and the child found themselves at odds again.


  But Sang Yan chose not to escalate. Keeping his temper in check, he took her to the third-floor restrooms to wash her face, then tried to clean his shirt. By the time they arrived at the restaurant, it was almost seven.


  Sang Zhi walked in behind Sang Yan and peeked around him. Duan Jiaxu and Qian Fei were sitting next to each other at a table for four, Duan Jiaxu on the inside. He leaned back in his seat, smiling as he listened to Qian Fei and responding from time to time.


  He never sat upright—always slumped, always leaning on something. The way he carried himself was strangely appealing. Hard to look away from.


  Sang Zhi didn’t know how Sang Yan had ended up outside the bathroom waiting for her, but she could only assume Duan Jiaxu had called him. The thought that Duan Jiaxu hadn’t bought those things for her on his own eased some of her discomfort.


  Sang Yan let her sit on the inside.


  “Where did you guys go?” Qian Fei grumbled. “I’ve almost finished everything.”


  Sang Zhi opened her mouth but didn’t know how to explain. Sang Yan glanced at her as he dumped the bag next to his seat.


  “This little gremlin went to the claw machine and wouldn’t leave for ages,” He easily invented an excuse.


  Qian Fei didn’t find this strange. He didn’t even notice Sang Zhi was wearing a different dress, probably thanks to the color.


  “And she didn’t get a single toy?”


  “Nope. She cried so hard.”


  “What? Aw, it’s okay, little girl. I’ll help you get one after dinner.”


  Sang Zhi pretended not to hear. Just then, her eyes accidentally met Duan Jiaxu’s from across the table. She quickly looked away.


  Qian Fei abandoned this topic of conversation. “Should we order more?” he asked, pointing at the ordering sheet.


  “Sure.” Sang Yan slid it in front of Sang Zhi. “Order whatever you want.”


  “Are you drinking?” Qian Fei asked Sang Yan, chewing on a skewer of chicken cartilage. “We can get a pitcher. It sucks drinking alone.”


  “I’m driving, so no,” said Sang Yan.


  Qian Fei rolled his eyes. “Damn. You’re not drinking, Duan Jiaxu’s not drinking… What kind of people don’t drink when they eat barbecue skewers?” 


  “The ones sitting right here,” said Sang Yan.


  Sang Zhi lifted her gaze again. This time, she didn’t see Duan Jiaxu looking back; his eyes were downcast as he rinsed his glass in the provided bowl of hot water, then filled it with ice water. She turned away right before he caught her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him set the glass down in front of her.


  “Thank you,” she said quietly.


  She chose her items and handed the ordering sheet back to Sang Yan. He glanced over them and was just about to call the server when he noticed something. “You’re ordering this?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Take better care of yourself,” Sang Yan said, striking out an item. “Don’t make me remind you.”


  Sang Zhi was upset, but she didn’t want to pick a fight in front of people. “It’s fine if I just have a little,” she muttered. “I only ordered one skewer.”


  “No. I don’t have the time to take care of you, brat.”


  “Sang Yan, why won’t you let your sister indulge just a little?” Qian Fei chided. “It’s okay, little girl. I’ll get some for you.”


  “Shut up,” Sang Yan snapped. “She’s allergic to beef and lamb.”


  “Oh. Well, in that case, you should get something else. It’s not nice being sick.”


  Her allergy was very mild—it would have been fine to eat a little bit. But she apparently had no right to decide on her own. She could only suffer. She picked up the glass before her and sipped as the three men discussed topics she had absolutely no interest in.


  She waited and waited until she finally gave in and prodded Sang Yan’s arm. “Gege.”


  “What.”


  “I’m so hungry.” The service was too slow.


  He glanced around the table and pushed a bowl of mostly untouched stir-fried rice noodles with beef toward her. “Eat some of this to tide you over.”


  “Okay.” She lifted her chopsticks. Just as she was about to put a small amount in her bowl, she noticed a whole treasure trove of beef slices tucked under the noodles. 


  Her first instinct was to peek at Sang Yan, then at Duan Jiaxu and Qian Fei. None of them were paying attention to her.


  She snuck one slice of beef into the noodles she was about to pick up. If she took them all together, nobody would notice the extra slice of beef in her bowl, or that she’d had beef at all.


  The perfect plan.


  She reached to grab her prize, but Duan Jiaxu interrupted. “Hey, kid.”


  “Huh?” Her grip loosened. He was resting his right cheek in his hand and looking at her with a slight smirk. He quirked both eyebrows.


  “Let Gege get a bowlful?” he drawled.


  She hesitantly removed her chopsticks and pushed the bowl over to him. “Okay.”


  The other two were chatting away, oblivious to their little exchange. Duan Jiaxu snapped apart a fresh pair of chopsticks and dug through the noodles.


  Sang Zhi stared.


  He didn’t take a single noodle. Instead, he retrieved every single slice of beef and placed each one in his own bowl. Not even the tiniest scrap of meat was left behind. Only when the whole dish was purged did he return it to her.


  “Done. Go ahead, help yourself.”


  Sang Zhi glared at the pathetically vegetarian noodles, garnished only with shreds of carrot and leafy greens. Then she shifted her gaze to his bowl full of beef.


  She could barely speak, so many angry words were caught in her throat.


  Do you really like beef that much?!


  She pursed her lips and picked up her chopsticks again, much less happily this time.


  Knowing that nobody here would help her, she wasted no energy on complaints; she filled her bowl with the stripped noodles, enduring the humiliation.


  The most talkative person at the table was Qian Fei, even more so after alcohol. He did most of the chatting during dinner, and most of the eating as well. Sang Zhi listened absently. It was all just gaming, gaming, and more gaming. Not a single word about girls or studies. She stuffed her cheeks with noodles and chewed.


  Qian Fei’s poor alcohol tolerance began to show after a while; he finally brought up his love life.


  “How the hell am I still single in our third year?! It’s already our third year!”


  His roar surprised Sang Zhi as she was reaching out for a skewer of chicken wings, causing her to jump and pull her hand back.


  Sang Yan smirked. “Stop shouting. You can cry after graduation.”


  “No! I’ve had enough! When girls come talk to me, they either ask for your number”—Qian Fei pointed at Sang Yan—“or yours!”—then Duan Jiaxu. “Nobody asks me for my number! My own number!”


  Sang Yan felt a little bad seeing a grown man cry like that. “How about next time, you tell them your name is Sang Yan?” he suggested. “Then they’ll be asking for your number.”


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t even blink as he pulled out a tissue for Qian Fei and slid the skewer of wings into Sang Zhi’s bowl. “Or that it’s Duan Jiaxu.”


  Isn’t that rubbing salt in the wound? Sang Zhi wondered.


  Qian Fei immediately stopped crying and goggled at both of his friends. Sang Zhi looked away, terrified that he would explode any moment. 


  Instead, he was so touched he began crying again, as if he’d received a divine blessing. “You’re my real bros, man! You’re real bros!” he sobbed, eyes cloudy with tears and nose clogged with mucus.


  Wow.


   


  ***


   


  When they were about done eating, Sang Yan headed to the cashier to pay, then went to get the car. Duan Jiaxu helped Qian Fei to his feet.


  “Kid,” he said, turning to Sang Zhi, “get in front of us.”


  “All right.”


  Her voice seemed to bring something to mind for Qian Fei. He swiveled around. “Oh! I need to get you your claw machine toy, little girl. Wait. Which one do you want? I’m really good at claw machines.”


  “It’s okay…” Sang Zhi said hesitantly, watching him stumble.


  “No, I keep my promises! I never lie!” Qian Fei drew twenty yuan from his pocket. “C’mon, let’s get you a toy.”


  Right next to the barbecue place was a shop lot with six claw machines. Qian Fei changed his money into tokens and gave ten to Sang Zhi. “Which do you want? Tell Gege, I’ll help you get it,” he said heroically.


  Sang Zhi pointed at a random machine, and Qian Fei staggered over. Then Sang Zhi looked around and walked up to one filled with Doraemon toys. She stuck three tokens in.


  She wasn’t very good, her movements far too slow and imprecise. The claw would pick something up but lose its grip while transporting it to the prize slot.


  After a while, Duan Jiaxu came over to stand next to her. 


  The sight of him made her think of what’d happened earlier. She was still embarrassed about needing his help, not to mention annoyed by the incident with the beef.


  She inserted another token without a word…and missed the toy again.


  Sang Zhi glanced over and saw that Qian Fei hadn’t won anything either, which reassured her slightly. She wondered whether to keep playing or to save the remaining tokens.


  “Can I have a token, kid?” Duan Jiaxu asked.


  “Why are you asking me?” she said, surly.


  “Gege has no money,” he said with a laugh.


  She floundered for a moment but eventually gave him a single token.


  “Which one do you want?” He stood in front of the machine.


  She pointed at a toy with a red hat. “I’ve tried six times.”


  “Okay, I’ll help you out.”


  She moved to one side and watched as he aimed for the toy. He tapped the button. The claw descended, grabbed the toy, lifted it a few inches, and dropped it.


  Hah!


  She studied his face, but there was no trace of embarrassment.


  “Can I have another token, please?” he asked.


  She spent the rest of the time speechless, standing in the corner as she was shamelessly asked for one token after another. Only on the final attempt did Duan Jiaxu manage to maneuver the doll into the prize slot.


  “Getting a toy is hard,” he remarked as he retrieved it.


  “You might as well buy one directly.”


  “I’ve never tried a claw machine before.” He offered her the toy. “Are you that ashamed of me?”


  Her fingertips twitched, but she didn’t take it. 


  He kept his arm outstretched. Sang Zhi hesitated a little longer, but she lowered her gaze and took it in the end. “Thank you, Gege.”


  “Awkward kiddo.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled. He straightened and patted her head. “I got you your toy. Don’t cry anymore.”


  It sounded like he was referencing Sang Yan’s excuse to Qian Fei: that they were late because Sang Zhi was at the claw machines. Even though he knew it wasn’t true, he was still playing along to protect her feelings.


  Heat spread from her neck upward, burning the roots of her ears. She squeezed the toy tighter and tighter, trying to suppress the curve of her lips as she nodded.


   


  ***


   


  Because Qian Fei was too drunk, Sang Yan drove to his place first so he and Duan Jiaxu could carry their friend to his room. After that, they drove to Nanwu University’s main entrance.


  Duan Jiaxu got out and waved before walking in.


  In the dark night, the front gate glowed brilliantly. The streetlamps inside looked dimmer by comparison. They watched his tall, slender back as it merged with that darkness and disappeared.


  The engine started, and Sang Zhi looked away.


  “Gege, does Jiaxu-ge live at school?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Why doesn’t he go home?”


  “His home isn’t around here.”


  “But isn’t it summer break?”


  “Dunno.” Sang Yan clearly didn’t feel like talking. “What’s with all the questions?”


  She fell silent for a bit, then leaned forward again. “Earlier, Qian Fei said people ask him for your number—is that true?”


  “Why wouldn’t it be?”


  “And then?”


  “And then what? And then I don’t let him give it to them.”


  “Oh.” She mulled that over. “Good thing you don’t.”


  Sang Yan made a turn on the road.


  “I think, maybe,” she continued, “they’re asking Qian Fei for your number so they can ask you for Jiaxu-ge’s number.”


  He rolled his eyes.


  “Gege, you need to be careful with those kinds of people.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Don’t let them make a fool of you.”


  He focused on the road, ignoring her.


  “You may be the ugliest one in our family, but…” Sang Zhi paused, considering her words carefully. “But out there? Out there you’re ugly too.”


   


  ***


   


  When they got home, Sang Zhi returned to her bedroom and grabbed a change of clothes for after a shower. Before she undressed, she remembered her soiled dress and ran back out.


  She searched all over the living room and the front entrance but couldn’t find the bag. She eyed her brother’s bedroom door. It was ajar, and she heard noises from the kitchen instead: clattering and moving.


  Didn’t he just eat?


  What a glutton, Sang Zhi thought before returning to her own room. 


  The bag was sitting on her desk.


  She grabbed it. In the bathroom, she took a basin and dumped her dirty clothes in. It was her first time washing her own clothes. She squeezed out some laundry detergent, then scrubbed the stains with both hands. Slowly and clumsily, she managed to get everything clean.


  Almost an hour later, she left the bathroom, cradling the basin in her arms as she jogged to the balcony to hang her clothes to dry. She was just about to go back to her room when she heard Sang Yan’s voice. He seemed to be on the phone. 


  “Yeah, it’s cooked,” he said with a hint of impatience. “What do you mean, ask if she’s okay? She looks fine to me… Add red dates and dong quai? Mom, why didn’t you tell me earlier? How would I know?” He sighed. “You’ll be back tomorrow, right? You can handle it then. I’m so tired. She’s your daughter, you take care of her—I think after two days I’ve done my time. Okay. Well, she can drink it as it is.”


  He seemed to have hung up, and he soon emerged with a bowl in his hands. His face showed not an ounce of guilt or embarrassment at being overheard.


  “Get over here and drink this,” he said coldly, setting the bowl down.


  She shuffled over. “Why do you hate me so much?”


  “If I hated you, I would have beaten you to death by now.” With a click of his tongue, he went to his room.


  She approached the dining table and lifted the bowl carefully, carrying it back to her room. At her desk, she set it down and studied it for a moment; the liquid inside was still hot.


  She pushed it aside, then noticed the new Doraemon toy on her bed.


  Crossing the room, she picked it up and tucked it in the corner, propping it against the ugly stuffed toy Duan Jiaxu had given her before. Then she flopped onto the bed, lying on her stomach, legs swinging as she poked the doll’s face.


  After a while, she rolled onto her back and stared up at the white ceiling.


  Today had been embarrassing.


  Yet, strangely, she felt a little happy.


   


  ***


   


  Aside from the ache and heaviness in her abdomen, Sang Zhi didn’t feel much discomfort from her unanticipated first menstruation—at least not until the next day, when the stabbing pains in her stomach woke her up. 


  Li Ping and Sang Rong were back. They’d made millet porridge for her.


  “Does it still hurt?” Li Ping asked after she came out of the bathroom. “It’s a good thing. I heard your aunt say that after Xiaobing got her period, she shot up to five foot seven.”


  Sang Zhi took a small bite of her porridge. “As in their younger daughter?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Wasn’t she already five foot four or something anyway?”


  “Yeah, which means you’ll probably be five foot four soon too.”


  “Five foot four…” Sang Zhi swallowed and shook her head. “I want to be taller. Five foot seven would be best.”


  “Well, Zhizhi, then you’ll need to eat well,” Li Ping said warmly. “So you can grow tall, bit by bit.”


  Sang Zhi lay in bed for the rest of the day, aching and unwilling to move. She thought about how she would grow tall, how this was the first sign of growing into an adult—how she would become less and less of a kid.


  The pain was easier to bear after that.


   


  ***


   


  The next Wednesday was Fu Zhengchu’s birthday. Sang Zhi had made up her mind not to go since she didn’t know that group well and her mother had already registered her for a summer art class. Eventually, though, she caved to Yin Zhenru’s repeated pleas.


  Yin Zhenru lived nearby. She came over early so they could leave together. The karaoke lounge was some distance away, so they would need to take the bus. 


  In the August heat, the pavement seared, and the humid scent of petrichor filled the air. Dressed in shorts and short-sleeved shirts, the girls stood by the bus stop, huddling under their umbrellas.


  “I thought this was at one? Why are we leaving so early?” Sang Zhi grumbled. The temperature was getting to her.


  “I forgot to buy a present…” Yin Zhenru stuck out her tongue, embarrassed. “We’re going to Shang’an anyway, so we can look around and buy something before we join Fu Zhengchu and his friends.”


  “It’s ten.”


  “The bus takes an hour.” Yin Zhenru looked at her watch. “We’ll be there by eleven. It’s exactly the right amount of time for us to go shopping and then have lunch!”


  “Can I go straight to lunch?”


  “No! How am I supposed to go shopping on my own? Besides, weren’t you classmates with Fu Zhengchu for six years in elementary school? Why do you act like you have such a bad relationship with him?”


  “Because I do.”


  Yin Zhenru blinked at her in disbelief. “Really? I thought Fu Zhengchu…you know. That.”


  Sang Zhi frowned. “I don’t know. What?”


  “Has a crush on you,” Yin Zhenru whispered in her ear.


  The bus interrupted them. Before Sang Zhi could reply, Yin Zhenru dragged her on board.


  There were few passengers and several empty seats. They headed for the back row and sat down together. 


  “Who told you that?” Sang Zhi asked, her expression bewildered.


  “I think everyone knows,” said Yin Zhenru. “Class Six is on the third floor and ours is on the second, but he keeps walking past our classroom anyway. Plus, he keeps asking me to ask you out for him.”


  “Why do you think he has a crush on me and not you?”


  Yin Zhenru gave her a look.


  “Why else would he go through you and not ask me directly?” Sang Zhi said, as if it was obvious. “You didn’t even know each other before, right?”


  “Okay, you’re not wrong.” Yin Zhenru frowned. “But he won’t even talk to me unless it’s about you.”


  They fell silent. Sang Zhi stared at her for a moment, then suddenly poked her own right cheek.


  “What?” Yin Zhenru asked. “No, there’s nothing on your face.”


  Sang Zhi continued poking.


  Yin Zhenru drew back. “You don’t want me to kiss you, do you?!” Her expression clearly stated her rejection.


  “What?!” Sang Zhi scowled. “No. I had a fight with Fu Zhengchu once.”


  “Huh? When?”


  “Second grade.”


  “Second grade? How old were you?”


  “A year older than him,” said Sang Zhi. “When we were little, some boys would hit girls, but not like he did. And he never hit other girls that way either—just me.”


  “What way?”


  “Like a boy.”


  Yin Zhenru was taken aback.


  “Once,”—as if to emphasize the severity of it, Sang Zhi pointed at her right cheek again and enunciated each word—“he used his fist and hit me right here.”


  “Whoa, was it bad?”


  “Hmm? I dunno if it was bad. It’s not like I couldn’t take it,” she insisted. “But I wasn’t prepared, so he knocked me down.”


  Yin Zhenru raised her eyebrows.


  “I lost a tooth.” Sang Zhi paused. “I was so mad that I pushed him back.”


  “And then?”


  “Then he hit the ground so hard he broke a bone.”


  Hearing that, Yin Zhenru dismissed the notion that there was anything romantic between the two and instead recategorized them as mortal enemies. Even when they went shopping for a gift, she didn’t remind Sang Zhi to get one for him as well—in fact, she avoided the topic of Fu Zhengchu altogether.


  Sang Zhi, meanwhile, found herself pleasantly unoccupied. She walked behind Yin Zhenru, playing on her phone.


  Yin Zhenru picked out a gift almost at random, buying a little night-light just because it was pretty. Since it was so early, the two of them went into a dessert shop on the same floor.


  The chain shop was tiny and decorated in a traditional Chinese style. Dark wooden furniture and dim yellow lamps gave it a cozy atmosphere. The air conditioning was set at a very low temperature to combat the sweltering heat outside. There were no other customers—the only other person was the staff member behind the counter.


  He’d looked up when the door opened. “Welcome,” he said in a slightly tired voice.


  A rather familiar voice.


  Sang Zhi’s breath hitched.


  The man wore a brown apron, and his eyelids drooped. In this warm light, they seemed an even brighter shade than usual. His gaze skimmed over them and stopped upon Sang Zhi’s face.


  Then the corners of his eyes lifted, ever so slightly.


  “Gege,” Sang Zhi greeted him after a brief pause.


  Duan Jiaxu looked at the girl next to her as he nodded. “Out having fun?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Yin Zhenru’s eyes ping-ponged between them. 


  Sang Zhi took the menu from the counter. “You…work here?”


  “Yep.” Duan Jiaxu didn’t seem particularly embarrassed to be serving her. “Go find a seat. You can come order at the counter when you’re ready. I’ll bring it over.”


  “Okay.”


  Sang Zhi and Yin Zhenru sat at the innermost table. As Yin Zhenru flipped through the menu, she peered curiously at Duan Jiaxu. “Who’s that? I don’t remember your brother looking like that.”


  “My brother’s friend.”


  “He’s so handsome.” Yin Zhenru clutched her chest. “And your brother’s hot too. You’re so lucky, Sang Zhi.”


  “Shut up.”


  “What?”


  “My brother is not hot.”


   


  ***


   


  They chose their desserts quickly, and Sang Zhi headed back to the counter with the menu. “Gege, I’d like a coconut water tapioca pudding and a mango double-skin milk pudding.”


  “All right.”


  Sang Zhi totaled up the bill. She took a twenty and a ten from her pocket, fished out three coins…then couldn’t find anything else.


  She dumped all the money on the counter and turned around, thinking of going back to her seat to get one more yuan from her bag.


  She’d taken two steps when Duan Jiaxu called out to her. “Hey, kid.”


  “Huh?” She swung back around.


  He tapped the money with his knuckle. With his elbows on the counter, he leaned forward and smirked. “Trying to get away with cheating me?”


  Sang Zhi puckered her lips. She returned to her seat and got one coin from her bag, returned to the counter, and put it down in front of him. 


  Duan Jiaxu looked down at it. “One more.”


  Sang Zhi frowned. He was the one trying to cheat her! “One is eighteen, the other is sixteen. It’s thirty-four altogether. Where’s the extra one?”


  “You said I’m handsome, right?”


  When did she say that? It was Yin Zhenru. And what did that have to do with anything?


  “You peek at me so much. If I let you look for free…” He dragged out the last syllable. “I’d be making a loss.”


  Sang Zhi stared at him for a long moment, trying to rein in her ire. “No wonder you don’t have much business.”


  “Hm?”


  Sang Zhi shoved the money forward, clearly unwilling to give him anything more. Her little face was severe. “Scammer.”


  “Because I want to charge you one extra yuan?” He laughed.


  “I didn’t peek at you.”


  “Fine.” He picked up the money. “I was making it up.”


  Sang Zhi narrowed her eyes at him, then turned back to her table. Not two steps later, Duan Jiaxu called out again. “Wait.”


  “What?” she said, turning her head.


  “Come here.”


  Sang Zhi eyed him doubtfully. She didn’t want to listen, but he kept watching her in silence. It was as if he was certain she would obey his every word, like a dog that came and went on command.


  She stood her ground for a moment, then stalked back to him.


  “What?” she repeated.


  “How could I take your money?” He bent over the three-foot counter and grabbed her wrist so he could tuck the money into her hand. “Keep it. Buy yourself some candy.”


  Sang Zhi stiffened as he let go. Behind the counter was a large worktop covered with all kinds of ingredients. He turned, retrieved two clean bowls, and began making the desserts.


  She put the money back in her pocket.


  Why was he like this every time?


  Always a slap and a kiss.


  And she never denied him—after every stubborn struggle over the slap, she would take the kiss without argument.


   


  ***


   


  When Sang Zhi got back to her seat, Yin Zhenru leaned over.


  “Sang Zhi,” she said, her voice hushed, “is your brother’s friend giving us free desserts?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Awesome.” Yin Zhenru giggled, delighted. “I don’t have much allowance left after that gift I bought, and I wanted to spend it on MapleStory. There’s a gorgeous new hat that just came out.”


  “You spend so much on that game.”


  “The stuff’s pretty!” Yin Zhenru changed topics, knowing Sang Zhi wasn’t interested. “By the way, Fu Zhengchu just messaged me and asked where we were, so I told him.”


  “Okay.”


  “I think he’s here already. He said he’ll come meet us. Liu Weiqi’s with him.”


  “Why don’t they go get us a room? We can meet them there.”


  “It’s only noon,” said Yin Zhenru. “The karaoke lounge opens at one. They said they already called and booked it, so they’re free to join us for lunch.”


  “Who else is coming?”


  “Some guys from their class,” said Yin Zhenru. “They’re all going straight to karaoke at one, though.”


  Just then, Duan Jiaxu brought their desserts over. He raised his eyebrows, giving them a slanted look with his peach-blossom eyes. “Going out for karaoke?”


  Yin Zhenru immediately clammed up. Sang Zhi nodded.


  “Go to a proper, legit one,” Duan Jiaxu said. “Get home before dark. You don’t want to be out too late.”


  He spoke as if he was looking out for her on Sang Yan’s behalf, but in truth, Sang Zhi’s brother never really looked out for her like that.


  “Okay,” said Sang Zhi.


  After he left, Yin Zhenru leaned in again. “Your brother’s friend sounds just like my dad. He said that to me before I left this morning.”


  “Yeah, mine too,” Sang Zhi agreed emphatically.


  They weren’t even halfway through their desserts when Fu Zhengchu and Liu Weiqi arrived.


  Sang Zhi didn’t actually see them very often. Looking at them now, she realized they had grown taller. In their casual clothes, they looked like miniature adults.


  “Birthday boy’s here!” Yin Zhenru declared, putting down her spoon with a grin. Fu Zhengchu rubbed his nose. 


  Liu Weiqi, who was quite sweaty, sat down next to Yin Zhenru. “Hurry up. I’m starving. Wanna just get KFC next door?”


  “I can’t afford KFC,” said Yin Zhenru.


  With two more people in the tiny shop, the atmosphere became much livelier. Yin Zhenru ate quickly, so she finished her dessert well before Sang Zhi. Sang Zhi listened to Yin Zhenru and Liu Weiqi arguing as they waited for her. She tried to hurry up.


  Once she was done, Yin Zhenru handed her a napkin. “Let’s go.”


  Sang Zhi nodded.


  The boys got up and left first. Yin Zhenru grabbed Sang Zhi’s hand, planning to walk out with her. As they passed the till, Sang Zhi seemed to think of something and stopped. She pulled her hand from the crook of Yin Zhenru’s arm.


  “Go out and wait for me?”


  Yin Zhenru glanced at Duan Jiaxu. “Okay. Be quick,” she said before leaving.


  Duan Jiaxu sat in his chair on his phone. His pose was casual as always, one foot propped against the side of the seat. Seeing her approach, he put his phone down.


  “Do you have something to say to me, kid?” he asked with great interest.


  “Gege… Are you short on money?”


  Duan Jiaxu let out a sharp laugh; he hadn’t expected that. “Huh? Why do you ask?”


  “When we got barbecue last time, Qian Fei-ge said you were tutoring nearby,” Sang Zhi muttered. “And today I see you working here.”


  He met her eyes but didn’t answer. It was as hard as ever to read him. She couldn’t gauge his mood at all and gulped nervously.


  “You’re not home for the break?” she tried.


  “Yeah, I am, a little.”


  This seemed to answer her money question, but she couldn’t process it at first. She murmured an extended “Aah.”


  “Go have fun.” Duan Jiaxu’s relaxed expression hadn’t budged. “Your little friends are waiting.” Then he turned around and began to wash things in the sink.


  After a while, long after he’d assumed she left, he heard a clear “Bye Gege” behind him, followed by the sound of footsteps jogging out.


  He picked up a cloth to clean their table and turned around to look. His eyes focused on the counter by the till. There was a pile of money sitting there. There seemed to be even more than the amount he’d returned to her. A red hundred-yuan note sat at the bottom, and there were tens and fives stacked over it. Right on top, six or seven one-yuan coins held the notes down, along with two half yuan. 


  Neat and tidy.


  It looked like she’d dumped everything she had.


  Duan Jiaxu spaced out for a long while. Then he reached out and prodded the coin stack. The little tower tumbled across the table.


  His eyebrows flicked upward, and he burst into laughter.


  What the hell?


  Why did he feel like he’d actually tricked a little kid?


  And why did he feel…guilty?


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi hadn’t left herself a single cent. She had to borrow money from Yin Zhenru for lunch. It was unsettling, hanging out without any money around people she didn’t really know.


  It was five in the evening, and members of the group were still singing their hearts out at the karaoke lounge. Sang Zhi lifted her teacup and sipped. Her ears hurt from the noise.


  “Yin Zhenru,” she said at long last, “I’ve decided. I’m going home.”


  Yin Zhenru couldn’t hear her. “What?” she asked, looking up.


  “I said I’m going home!” Sang Zhi repeated, raising her voice—right at the start of an instrumental after the song’s climax. Her voice rang loud and clear. Everyone turned to look at her.


  Then the vocals began again, interrupting the awkward scene.


  The rest of them didn’t really mind, but Fu Zhengchu scooted over next to her. “Sang Zhi! You’re leaving?”


  “Yeah,” said Sang Zhi. “My dad said to get home before dark.” She paused, then added, “Happy birthday.”


  “I, uh… I’ll walk you to your stop?”


  “Why? It’s right downstairs.” Sang Zhi looked at him with befuddlement as she rose to her feet. “Stay here and have fun. I’m going.” She turned to bid the people around her farewell and left the lounge.


  She pulled her student card out for the bus. The karaoke lounge was on the fifth floor of the mall, and the dessert shop Duan Jiaxu worked at was on the fourth. When she got off the escalator on the fourth floor, her steps slowed.


  “Why’re you stopping here?” came Fu Zhengchu’s voice from behind her.


  She started and spun around, feeling as if she’d been caught in the act. “Why’re you following me?” 


  “I wasn’t.” He seemed just as jumpy as her. “Just came out for some air.”


  “Oh.” She resumed her steps. “Go ahead, then. Bye.”


  For some reason, he followed. “And I’ll walk you out while I’m at it.”


  She ignored him.


  “By the way…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “There’s a class-sorting assessment when we go back to school next term. You know that, right?”


  She nodded. “I heard you did better in the last end-of-term exams… Fifth from the bottom of the rankings this time?”


  He felt a flush of humiliation. “I fell asleep.”


  She scrutinized him. She thought of how he’d said he would “get first place next time, just for fun” on the bus and then told her he’d been caught spacing out in class when actually he’d asked the teacher to call in a family member.


  “Do you have low self-esteem?” she suddenly asked.


  Bewildered, he blinked at her. 


  “It’s no big deal. I’ve never seen you study much, but if you did, your results would definitely improve,” she continued. “As long as you focus on your studies and stop being so lazy. You don’t have to feel bad about yourself.”


  After that long lecture, Fu Zhengchu couldn’t take it anymore. “Sang Zhi. There’s no way you can’t tell.”


  “Tell what?” 


  He didn’t know what to say.


  “Come on, what can’t I tell?” She thought of what her friend had said. “That…you have a crush on Yin Zhenru?”


  Fu Zhengchu was so frustrated he almost choked. With great effort, he took a deep breath. “Who told you that?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  “I guessed,” she answered innocently.


  “Don’t make stupid guesses.”


  “Well, it can’t be me you like.”


  He stared at her flatly. “Why not?”


  “What?” Her composure finally cracked.


  He gathered every ounce of courage to say the most cowardly thing in the boldest tone: “Let’s say—hypothetically!—let’s say I do like you. What would you do?”


  Maybe it was his too-loud voice, or maybe it was the sheer impossibility of what he was saying, but Sang Zhi was stunned. Utterly aghast. She froze.


  Their steps stopped at the same time. The silence only made the awkwardness swell.


  Fu Zhengchu’s fixed gaze wavered, and the back of his ears turned pink. He scratched his head, trying to remain calm. “Say something.”


  “Ah,” she managed, at a loss. It wasn’t that nobody had ever confessed their feelings to her before, but it was usually a love letter in her desk or text message. This was her first time receiving a confession to her face—and in public too.


  Once she decided to take his hypothetical as fact, she grew curious. “Hey. Remember how you knocked out my tooth that one time?”


  Now he froze. As much as he regretted it, he couldn’t deny he’d done it. Nevertheless, he argued. “It was years ago. And my finger broke too, didn’t it?”


  “True.”


  He breathed a sigh of relief and waited for what she’d say next. Unfortunately for him, the word “diplomacy” was not in Sang Zhi’s vocabulary.


  “You shouldn’t like me,” she said. “I don’t like anyone younger than me.”


  “This is age discrimination!”


  She shrugged.


  “Can’t you tell me something I can actually change?”


  “I like good-looking guys.”


  He took a deep breath. “Nobody else has ever called me ugly. Is it a me thing?” He pointed at her. “Do you see me through some kind of uglifying filter?”


  “Well…” She waffled. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, I guess.”


  “What, you want me to get plastic surgery?” Fu Zhengchu growled, starting to get irritated.


  “I didn’t say that,” Sang Zhi mumbled; she was starting to get upset too. “I told you not to like me, didn’t I?”


  “Whatever.” He gave up entirely. “Just forget I said anything.”


  Seeing his mood sink, she began to regret her bluntness. “Well, what do you like about me?” she forced herself to ask.


  He looked at her like it should have been obvious. “You’re pretty.”


  “Oh.”


  “That’s it?”


  “Well, I won’t disagree with you.”


  Fu Zhengchu felt his mood droop even further. “Is it just…you don’t want to date while you’re in school?”


  “That’s partly it,” she said, nodding.


  “And the other part is that I’m too young and ugly.” The more he spoke, the more upset he became. He tightened his lips, and his eyes filled with unshed tears. “It’s my birthday, Sang Zhi. Can’t you turn me down another day?”


  “Are you…crying?”


  “Crying my ass!” He turned and rubbed his eyes, ashamed. Before he could speak again, he noticed someone standing beside them, near the third-floor escalator. Their eyes met for several seconds.


  Fu Zhengchu’s urge to cry dissipated. The man looked familiar, but he couldn’t think why.


  At Fu Zhengchu’s long silence, Sang Zhi followed his gaze and was shocked to see Duan Jiaxu. Who knew how long he’d been standing there.


  “Am I interrupting something?” Duan Jiaxu asked, raising an eyebrow.


  Fu Zhengchu remembered who this was now: Sang Zhi’s brother. He’d seen him at the teacher’s office for that after-school meeting. He thought of everything he’d just said. His spine went rigid before he sank into a terrified bow.


  “Hello, Sang Zhi’s brother!”


  Duan Jiaxu hummed in acknowledgment.


  “And, uh… Goodbye, Sang Zhi’s brother!” Fu Zhengchu dashed away.


  For whatever reason, even though she’d done nothing wrong, Sang Zhi felt guilty. She decided to preempt Duan Jiaxu. “Gege, were you eavesdropping?”


  “Yup.”


  At such a point-blank admission, Sang Zhi was struck speechless. Everything she’d meant to say slid from the tip of her tongue and back down her throat. She resumed walking down the escalator without a word.


  Duan Jiaxu fell in behind her, unhurried. “Our Little Sang Zhi is a real heartbreaker, huh?” He sounded delighted. “Making a boy cry his eyes out?”


  She didn’t know what to say. She flushed. “What’s it to you?”


  “I’m just taking an interest in your life.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” she muttered, deeply uncomfortable.


  “Okay.” His smile dimmed a little as he shifted gears. “Could you repeat what I told you after we met your teacher?”


  She knew what he meant. “I don’t remember exactly, but I’m not going to date anyone.” She paused, then emphasized, “Absolutely not.”


  “Good girl.”


  Sang Zhi harrumphed.


  “It’s normal to have these ideas when you’re hitting puberty,” Duan Jiaxu said quietly. “Don’t hurt people’s feelings. You can just thank them for liking you, then say no.”


  “I didn’t hurt him.”


  “Didn’t you just make him cry?”


  “I make him cry all the time,” she said defensively. “Back when we used to beat each other up, no matter who won, he’d be the one crying.”


  He looked her up and down. “You beat people up?”


  They walked out of the mall and to the nearby bus stop. “I did when I was a kid,” she confessed.


  “You’re still a kid.”


  “Not anymore,” she said after a breath.


  “Hmm?” He laughed and marked her height with his hand. “Okay, you’ve grown a bit. And you know how to be good to Gege now.”


  She glared.


  “Here, give me your hand.” 


  Despite her suspicions, she held one out.


  He dumped all of her money into it with a grin. “Thank you, Little Sang Zhi.”


  She slowly lifted her head. 


  “You know what people would say if they knew what happened?” he said slowly. “They’d say I extorted a middle schooler and need to be arrested.”


  “But you didn’t,” she said earnestly. “I bought dessert with this.”


  “You ate two hundred yuan worth of dessert? In that case, they’ll say I overcharged.”


  Sang Zhi couldn’t win. She pushed the money back into his hand. “Whatever it is, I gave it to you.”


  “Why?” He cocked his head. “You think I’m pitiful?”


  “No.” His question reminded her of how she’d upset him earlier. She hesitated, then decided she had to apologize. “I’m sorry, Gege.”


  “Hmm?”


  She stuttered out the words she’d been mulling over all afternoon. “I-I shouldn’t have asked if you were short on money. Earlier. You’re just always working. And I always inconvenience you, so I felt bad. That’s your hard-earned money—I don’t want to spend it, especially when I’m just hanging out with a friend.”


  His expression softened. “Why are you being so formal all of a sudden?”


  “My dad says I need to admit it when I’ve done something wrong.”


  “Who says you did something wrong?”


  “I think my question upset you. That’s what it was.”


  “Don’t worry. I’m not upset.” Duan Jiaxu stroked her hair. “Take your candy money back.”


  “I don’t like candy.” Sang Zhi put her hands behind her back.


  “Then buy something you do like.” He looked down into her bright eyes. “Someday, when I’m actually poor, I’ll come borrow money from you. All right?”


   


  ***


   


  After getting on the bus, Sang Zhi walked to the window seat in the back row and sat down. She looked out of the window at Duan Jiaxu, then turned away and stared at the money he’d stuffed into her bag. She zipped it shut, morose.


  Night had yet to fall. A dark red dyed the edge of the sky, staining the clouds. In the distance, the silhouette of the mountains stood clear against the colorful backdrop. It was a picturesque sight.


  Sang Zhi reached out and traced “Duan” on the glass with her finger, then hurriedly rubbed it off. 


  Her mood was very low, though she didn’t really understand why. Did troubles increase with age? Then again, she didn’t think she was that old. 


  And neither was Duan Jiaxu.


  This unexpected meeting was the last time Sang Zhi saw Duan Jiaxu during that holiday break. For the next month, she attended art classes and started on her homework. She got busy with age-appropriate things. She didn’t ask her brother about Duan Jiaxu, nor did she reach out to him. She didn’t know whether he’d gone home, or if he was still working hard at his part-time jobs.


  Still, she quietly bought a money box, and just as quietly put a lot of her spare change into it.


  Maybe it would never be used.


  But there were times she thought maybe it would be, someday in the future.


   


  ***


   


  The first term of Sang Zhi’s second year of middle school began. She performed as she usually did on the exams and was sorted into the top class. Most of her new classmates were people she didn’t know. Even Yin Zhenru, her closest friend, had been sorted into a different class—the same one as Fu Zhengchu.


  After changing classes, Yin Zhenru didn’t hang out much with Sang Zhi anymore. Sang Zhi wasn’t really an initiator herself, so the two of them talked less and less. She had always been a bit of a loner anyway, so she didn’t think much of it.


  In the blink of an eye, October flew by.


  Sunrise Middle School prepared for the school sports festival, once again borrowing Nanwu University’s grounds for the event. Sang Zhi had absolutely no interest in sports, but there weren’t many girls in her class, so her teacher forced her to register for at least one event. She reluctantly signed up for the long jump.


  Her class even had a special jersey designed by Chen Mingxu. A sunflower in full bloom sat in the center, bright and gaudy.


  It was the most cringeworthy uniform Sang Zhi had ever seen, but it was apparently tailored to Chen Mingxu’s taste, and he would brook no argument against it.


  On the day of the sports festival, out of embarrassment, Sang Zhi waited until she reached school to change into the jersey, then walked into the university with the rest of her class. This was Sang Zhi’s second time on campus grounds, so it wasn’t novel to her.


  The boys who weren’t competing had gathered on the stands to play cards—Legends of the Three Kingdoms, to be exact—with each other. Sang Zhi watched from the sidelines for a while until she heard the announcement summoning the second-year female long-jumpers. She went to the roll-call area with another girl from her class.


  In addition to the space, Nanwu University also provided volunteers. Which was why, at that moment, Sang Zhi was watching her own brother manning the roll-call area.


  Sang Yan sat under the tent’s shade. When he saw her, his lip curled into an evil little grin. He tapped his pen against the surface of the table. “Excuse me, you don’t qualify for this event. Please leave.”


  Sang Zhi swallowed her anger. “How so?”


  “You’re too short.”


  “Never heard of a height minimum for the long jump.”


  Sang Yan leaned back. “You can’t be under four feet, though. Right, bro?” he laughed, turning to the person sleeping on the desk behind him.


  You can’t be under four feet, though. Sang Zhi identified the key words in that sentence: Four feet. Under.


  Wrong order. Swap them. Put them back together.


  Under four feet.


  Ensnared by those words, Sang Zhi didn’t notice what Sang Yan said to the man behind him or what the man looked like.


  The sun was broiling, and while the tent was shady, it wasn’t cool. There was no escaping the humid stuffiness. Her face burned slightly pink. She couldn’t think in this heat, so she had no comeback for Sang Yan’s sudden insult.


  “What do you mean, I’m not even four feet?” Sang Zhi didn’t think she needed to justify this, but she did anyway. “I’m at least five foot one!”


  “Five foot one? In that case you’re…” Sang Yan flipped through the name list indifferently. “Hmm. Taller than you look.”


  Sang Zhi rolled her eyes.


  “Well, whatever,” he continued. “You should bring it up first, or people will misunderstand.”


  What? Was she supposed to claim I’m five foot one! to everyone she met, like a brag?


  “Check if the number on your shirt matches the name list.” Sang Yan shoved his companion. “Get up, bro. Help me out here.”


  The slumped man twitched, then picked his head up from the curve of his arm.


  He looked sleepy, his eyes squinting like they’d yet to adapt to the brightness. In the months since they’d last met, his sleep-tousled hair had grown so it covered his eyebrows. His skin was pale and cold-looking, but his lips glowed like they were painted. His devilish charm hadn’t diminished in the slightest. If anything, he looked even more attractive.


  Duan Jiaxu sat up slowly, then slumped backward like he couldn’t quite wake up.


  “Mmm?”


  Sang Zhi gaped at him for a few seconds. Her heart pounded. Then she looked away as if she hadn’t seen him at all. She distracted herself by looking for her name and number on the list.


  0051.


  Sang Zhi checked the number on her chest. “Matches.”


  “That’s an interesting number,” Sang Yan said casually. “Looks like you want the whole world to know your height.”


  “I didn’t choose it myself,” Sang Zhi grumbled.


  Duan Jiaxu lifted his heavy eyelids. When he saw Sang Zhi’s shirt, his eyebrows shot up, and his drowsiness all but vanished. He cackled.


  She whirled around to catch him looking at her shirt. Though his chin was tucked in, he made no attempt to hide his laughter. It was obvious what he found so funny.


  His reaction made her skin prickle with embarrassment. Even a granny would refuse to wear this horrible jersey. The tips of her ears burned. She sucked in a deep breath and stomped to the side.


  Vaguely, she heard Duan Jiaxu speak through his giggles. “Your sister sure has taste.”


  It was apparently trendy for adult men to gang up and bully children.


  Old men!


  Sang Zhi pretended she didn’t know either of them. She stood with the other long jump participant from her class, waiting for the two old men to finish checking everyone’s names and numbers.


  The girl beside her was named Cen Rui. She was the quiet type, but she must’ve been bored because she spoke to Sang Zhi first. “You know those two?”


  Sang Zhi was forced to nod. “Not well, though.” 


  “How do you know them?” Cen Rui asked. “They seem a lot older than us.”


  “Oh, they’re my mom’s friends,” Sang Zhi babbled.


  “Huh?”


  “My mom likes plaza dancing. They all get together a lot,” said Sang Zhi. “Sometimes she has them over for dinner. That’s how I know ’em.”


  “Plaza dancing” and “get together a lot” struck Cen Rui like lightning. “You mean the dancing grannies do in public squares? To cheesy music like ‘The Beautiful Seven Fairies’?”


  “Yup.”


  “How…trendy,” Cen Rui managed, her face contorted.


  “I guess.” Her reaction set Sang Zhi at ease. “That’s just what people their age are into.”


  Sang Yan quickly called everyone over to draw lots for their turns. Sang Zhi pulled out her slip. She would go second to last.


  There were three volunteers on registration: Sang Yan, Duan Jiaxu, and some girl. They all wore identical black tees and white caps. After roll call was done, they led the competitors to the long jump pit.


  Sang Zhi was still in a state of disbelief. She knew Nanwu University had student volunteers, but Sang Yan and Duan Jiaxu signing up for this event was absurd. She didn’t want them to laugh at her, so she stayed at the back of the pack with Cen Rui.


  Once the volunteers had brought everyone to the sand pit, their job was done. Sang Zhi relaxed slightly, praying for them to leave quickly. It was just past eleven, and the sun was getting hotter. She crouched in the shadows formed by the people standing in front of her.


  After a moment, someone put a cap on her head.


  Sang Zhi struggled to open her eyes in the sun’s glare. She lifted the cap slightly. When she caught sight of the man in front of her, her expression stiffened. Then she looked beside him, and someone was there too. 


  The thing she’d prayed for hadn’t happened at all. Neither of them had left. They had, in fact, moved closer.


  Duan Jiaxu stooped in front of her, his hair color lighter in the sun. He cocked his head a little, bracing his arms on his kneecaps.


  “Little Sang Zhi’s so pretty today,” he teased.


  Sang Zhi ignored him.


  “Yeah, you look ready for a beauty pageant.” Sang Yan pointed a camera at her.


  “Gege!” Her eyes widened. “Why are you taking photos?”


  “Mom and Dad asked me to.” He brought the camera closer to her face. “Nice outfit, gremlin. You look like Miss Hong Kong.”


  “And you look like Popeye,” she snapped, leaping to grab his camera. “No photos! You never take photos when I look good!”


  “Really?” Sang Yan had already lifted the camera well out of her reach. “Give me a shout when you look good, then. I’ve never noticed before.” 


  She tried to jump again, but he pressed a hand to her head and held her in place. She seethed, vibrating with the urge to explode, but she swallowed it back.


  “I won’t try to take the camera anymore, Gege.”


  Sang Yan didn’t let go.


  “Go on and take photos,” she tried again. “It’s fine.”


  Why was life so hard on her? When Sang Yan went away to university, she’d thanked her lucky stars and paid respects to the gods for it. Yet here she was, tortured by him regardless.


  Sang Yan didn’t budge at all, his eyes curving with glee as he kept the camera out of range. “Don’t worry. That’s exactly what I was doing.”


  All right, that’s enough!


  “If you keep messing with me, I’ll tell Dad,” she threatened.


  “Go ahead. It’s ages till I’m back home, anyway.”


  Another tense moment ticked by. Duan Jiaxu squatted next to them, watching. After a while, he got up and pulled Sang Yan’s hand from Sang Zhi’s head.


  “Can you stop bullying my sister?” he joked.


  Sang Yan gave him a questioning look.


  Sang Zhi knew Duan Jiaxu wasn’t much better than Sang Yan, but a win was a win. She shamelessly ducked behind him.


  “Hear that? My brother says to stop bullying me.”


  “Excuse me, who’s your brother?” Sang Yan asked dubiously.


  She pointed at Duan Jiaxu.


  “Fine.” Sang Yan put the camera down with a grin, as if he’d gotten the better end of the bargain. “All yours, bro.”


   


  ***


   


  It was Sang Zhi’s turn to jump.


  In all honesty, she had no talent for athletics. Out of the available options, the long jump had seemed the easiest, so she’d chosen it quite readily.


  It was her first time competing in a sports festival. She hadn’t been nervous at first, thinking she would just jump and leave. At no point had the thought of winning crossed her mind, not even when she’d first put her name down. Now, though, there were two people watching her. With a camera. She slowly exhaled.


  Standing on the runway, she eyed the takeoff board, counting the number of steps she probably had before the foul line. At the official’s signal, she began to run.


  A few feet from the takeoff board, Sang Zhi stopped, then lurched back into motion. Nervous, she kept glancing down at the ground ahead of her. She managed to plant her foot before the line and jumped with all her might.


  The world went quiet. All she could hear was the breeze around her.


  After a few seconds, the official took out the ruler and measured with a serious, focused look.


  “0051, first trial, zero point…zero-point-five meters.”


  Sang Zhi could just about catch someone laughing within earshot. She pretended she didn’t hear.


  “Do I jump again?” she asked, scratching her head.


  “Two more trials,” confirmed the official.


  She didn’t want to, but she wasn’t going to break the rules. “Okay.”


  Over by the pit, Duan Jiaxu’s shoulders were trembling with mirth. “What’s with your sister? Why’d she sprint and then stop before the line?”


  “Little gremlin’s a scaredy-cat and extra careful.” Sang Yan had caught the whole thing on camera. He grinned. “Probably didn’t want to slip and fall, or foul.”


  Sang Zhi did the same thing on her second try, but it was a little better: zero-point-eight meters, this time.


  As she passed Sang Yan, he clapped and cheered warmly.


  “I can step farther than your jump!”


  To Sang Zhi’s misfortune, Chen Mingxu had stopped by during her second jump and noticed her complete lack of enthusiasm. He berated her, insisting she take her last attempt seriously, since “Even if you can’t jump very far, you have to put in the effort,” and “Attitude determines everything.”


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips at Chen Mingxu and Sang Yan’s combined heckling. She didn’t know whom she needed to prove herself to, but she decided she had to get a good score this time and shock them all. She drew a measured breath and jogged forward. At the midpoint, she accelerated.


  Two inches from the line, Sang Zhi jumped.


  She landed in the sand. Then, just as she had pictured thousands of times before, she lost her footing, twisted her ankle, and fell forward.


  She reached out to brace herself, both hands scraping against the sand as she slammed forward. A volunteer raced over to help her up.


  “Are you okay?”


  Pain shot through Sang Zhi’s ankle so sharply her eyes watered. She winced and sucked her teeth but didn’t cry. “I’m f-fine.” She tried to stand despite the stabbing pain, only to fall back down.


  Nobody had expected this. Sang Yan and Duan Jiaxu rushed over, and so did Chen Mingxu, who had lingered a short distance away.


  Duan Jiaxu was closest. He reached her first and crouched, holding her arm loosely. “Can you stand?”


  Sang Zhi began to regret taking the event seriously. Worse than the physical pain was the humiliation of falling on her face in front of everyone. She shook her head, still lowered.


  Sang Yan tugged her other arm. He was frowning. “Why didn’t you jump the same way?”


  “Y-you were mocking me…” Sang Zhi sobbed, unable to hold her tears back at how unfair everything felt.


  The two men helped her up together and led her out of the pit. Sang Yan stooped in front of her. “Climb onto my back. I’ll take you to get your wounds cleaned.”


  Chen Mingxu watched them remorsefully. “Are you okay, Sang Zhi? I shouldn’t have said that to you. It would’ve been fine for you to jump like before. The joy is taking part…”


  Sang Zhi clambered onto Sang Yan’s back, her eyes shining with tears. “It’s fine…” She sniffed and bravely tried to stop crying.


  This hit Chen Mingxu with even more guilt. As he was about to speak, he turned and noticed Duan Jiaxu next to them. “Sang Zhi’s brother? What are you doing here? Ah, now I remember. You mentioned you study at Nanwu University, right? I’m so sorry, I should have taken better care of your sister…” He paused, and his eyes fell on Sang Yan. “And who is this?”


  Sang Zhi’s scalp felt like someone had pulled it tight over her skull. Her mind was yanked back to half a year ago, when Chen Mingxu had asked her to bring a family member to school. Even her physical pain paled in comparison to the regret and fear overwhelming her.


  What to say?


  That he was Sang Yan, her real brother? Then all her lies would fall apart, and she would die.


  That he was her brother’s friend? Then why was he the one carrying her? That was weird.


  Seeing Sang Zhi panic, Duan Jiaxu opened his mouth to speak.


  The next moment, Sang Zhi tightened her grip around Sang Yan’s neck like she was about to choke him…or cut off his words. Her brain filled with static, and she spoke without a filter.


  “My dad.”


  Sang Yan whipped his head around.


  The pain and anxiety propelled Sang Zhi’s tears down her face, where they slipped off her chin and pattered on the ground.


  “Sir, this is my d-dad,” she managed through sobs. 


  Chapter 4:
My Kid


   


  SANG YAN’S NECK FLUSHED from Sang Zhi’s squeezing; he couldn’t breathe. His lips spasmed like he was drowning, and he burst into a coughing fit.


  “Huh?” Chen Mingxu took a moment to absorb this. He glanced at Sang Yan’s face, and his expression turned strange. “Sang Zhi, did you just say this is your father?”


  Terror shot through her. A series of images flashed through her mind—everyone deriding her once the truth was revealed, a fate no better than the world ending. She nodded, too scared to make a sound.


  Duan Jiaxu watched her, then dipped his head and chuckled. Her eyes were practically circles, the skin around them red, her face streaked with dirt. She looked utterly pathetic. 


  Any words Chen Mingxu might have said caught in his throat. The man Sang Zhi called her dad was standing beside her brother, and it was obvious they were the same age. They even wore identical volunteer uniforms. Then again, now that she’d called him her father, he could see the resemblance.


  Chen Mingxu hesitated. He didn’t know why she was lying, but he couldn’t bring himself to question her. “Go take care of your wounds,” he said, running a hand over his balding pate.


  Sang Yan forced himself to calm down. “We will,” he said, then carried Sang Zhi to one of the medical tents. Behind them, Chen Mingxu pulled Duan Jiaxu to the side to say a few words. Her brother’s calming presence helped ease Chen Mingxu’s guilt, and afterward he left to check on his other students.


  Sunrise Middle School had set up tents at two corners of the field, staffed with school nurses and Red Cross volunteers to handle injuries. The siblings trudged forward in silence. Duan Jiaxu caught up a minute later.


  Sang Zhi felt her heartbeat skitter as she glanced at Duan Jiaxu, silently begging for rescue.


  “So, back there, what did you call me?” Sang Yan asked coldly at last.


  Sang Zhi hid her face from both boys, not daring to speak.


  “I’m your dad? Did you injure your leg or your head?”


  She was already hurting all over from the fall. She hadn’t wanted to speak, but she’d been forced to answer her teacher. Now, when she could finally relax a little, she had to face Sang Yan’s ire. Her throat burned. A wave of hurt and indignation washed over her.


  “Why do you always yell at me? You’ve been mean to me all day.” She felt like the most pitiful person in the world. She squeezed her lips together, trying and failing to suppress the whine in her voice. “I’ll tell Dad… Go away, I don’t want you to carry me…”


  Sang Yan immediately shut up. After a beat, he said, “How are you supposed to get anywhere if I don’t carry you? You twisted your ankle.”


  “I can walk.” She kicked her uninjured leg in an attempt to wriggle free. “I want to walk by myself! I don’t need you to carry me.”


  He craned his head back. “Can you just behave?”


  “No!” Her tears gushed as she glowered at the side of his face. “Why should I? You’re always mean to me. You were mean to me all day…!”


  “Hey, I was just joking around with you,” he said, most of his anger draining away.


  But his softening didn’t help at all; she was far too upset to think before she spoke. “If you hate me so much, why didn’t you ask Mom to have an abortion?”


  His brow furrowed. “Excuse me. What did you just say?”


  His voice raised at the end—sharper, louder, clearly disapproving. She tensed in disbelief and gaped at Sang Yan before finally blinking. Her tears fell one after another, a string of pearls.


  “You’re being mean again…” she wailed.


  Sang Yan despaired. The tent was still a ways off, and his sister was determined to drip a lifetime’s worth of tears onto his back.


  Duan Jiaxu rubbed under his eyes as he listened to their argument, punctuated by Sang Zhi’s nonstop crying. “Hey, Sang Yan.”


  “What?”


  Duan Jiaxu made eye contact with Sang Zhi. “I’ll carry her.”


  Sang Zhi’s cries weakened as she looked back at him. Her reaction was an extremely clear signal.


  “You want him to carry you?” Sang Yan asked.


  Her tears dried up, and she fell silent. She seemed to be announcing wordlessly that their current arrangement was an unbearable torture to her. He exhaled, humiliated. “Fine.” He set her on the ground.


  After she found her footing, Duan Jiaxu crouched so she could climb onto his back. She did, then turned to Sang Yan. She wanted to say something, but she was still mad at him, so she looked away again.


  Duan Jiaxu adjusted his hold and kept his eyes ahead. “Where else hurts, besides your ankle?”


  She sniffed. “My hands,” she whispered.


  “Anywhere else?”


  “My knee, too.”


  “Okay. Don’t cry,” said Duan Jiaxu. “Gege will put some medicine on it.”


  She nodded. From this angle, she could only see his profile. She’d returned his cap before her long jump, and now he was wearing it again. 


  They were very close. She could even catch the faint scent of tobacco lingering on him. The sun’s rays hit them head-on, lighting up half his face and his pressed-together lips, casting a halo over the hair peeking out from beneath his cap. The upper half of his face—his straight nose and shuttered peach-blossom eyes—lay in the shadow of the cap’s bill. Though well-defined, his features were unreadable.


  He seemed to notice her staring. “Kid.”


  She looked away, feigning nonchalance. Before she could respond, he continued.


  “Take my hat off for me.”


  She did as she was told. “And then?”


  “Put it on your head.”


  She didn’t move.


  He raised an eyebrow, seeming to notice her surprise. “Isn’t it too sunny?”


  Her blank face just made him chuckle.


   


  At the tent, he placed her on a chair. The patients were few, and they were mostly resting from heat exhaustion.


  Sang Yan called the school nurse over to check Sang Zhi’s injuries. She examined Sang Zhi’s ankle, then offered an ice pack and medication.


  “It’s fine,” she said. “Not serious. Ice it and then spray this on. Don’t let her do any strenuous exercise for the next few days.”


  “She doesn’t need to go to the hospital?” Duan Jiaxu asked.


  “She’ll be fine. It’s just a mild sprain,” the nurse said. “But if you want to be extra safe, you can take her in to check for musculoskeletal damage.”


  “I think we should,” said Sang Yan.


  Sang Zhi looked down at her swollen ankle in silence.


  Duan Jiaxu grabbed a bottle of saline solution and iodine. He squatted in front of her. “We’ll take care of the other injuries, then go to the hospital.”


  “I’ll do it,” Sang Yan offered, moving to join them.


  “No!” Sang Zhi snapped.


  He clenched his jaw. “Fine. I’ll go find you some water.” He left.


  “Kid, you trust me that much?” Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows with a smile.


  Sang Zhi’s eyes were still watering. She bowed her head as she held out her open palms. “My brother’s too impatient. It’ll hurt if he does it.” 


  “Are you scared of pain, Little Sang Zhi?” 


  She nodded. “Who isn’t?” she added defensively.


  “Well, this might hurt a little.” He twisted off the saline solution’s cap. “Can you bear with it?”


  She yanked her hands away and hid them behind her back. “Could you please be gentle?”


  “It’ll just be a little pain.” He couldn’t stifle a laugh at her doubtful expression. “What, not even a little?”


  “No.” She was standing firm.


  “Well, okay then. I’ll be as gentle as possible.”


  Sang Zhi eyed him suspiciously. After some hemming and hawing, she extended her hands again. “Just know that I’m a spiteful person, Gege.”


  “Hm?”


  “So don’t lie to me.”


  “Oh? Do you mean it?” He paused and looked up. “Should I get someone else to dress your wounds? I don’t want Little Sang Zhi to hold a grudge against me.”


  “No.” She tightened her lips.


  “Everything is ‘no’ with you,” he teased as he poured saline solution over the scrapes on her hands. “Why are you being so unreasonable, kid?”


  The saline solution wasn’t very strong. She only felt a mild discomfort on her wounds—nothing serious. Watching him closely, she decided it was tolerable.


  “You’re already in your second year of middle school. And you still can’t be reasonable?” he quipped absently, trying to distract her.


  “I know I told you I don’t know how to be reasonable,” she said, frowning, “but overall I’m actually a very reasonable person.”


  “Are you now?” Duan Jiaxu laughed. He finished with the wounds on her hands, then pushed up her right pant leg to clean the one on her knee.


  “I am.” She didn’t like his tone.


  “Mm-hmm.” He focused on inspecting her wounded knee, which made him sound even more perfunctory. “Little Sang Zhi is a good girl.”


  She narrowed her eyes and shut her mouth.


  “Hey, when you told your teacher your brother was your dad…” Duan Jiaxu grinned. “Did you actually think he believed you?”


  “Well…he’s never seen my dad.”


  “Mm?”


  “So there’s no reason for him to be suspicious.”


  Duan Jiaxu screwed the bottle cap back on. “You really think your brother looks that old? He’s even dressed the same way as me.”


  Sang Zhi’s expression froze in realization. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded after a long pause.


  Duan Jiaxu silently applied the iodine disinfectant.


  “If the teacher asks…” She hesitated. “Can I say you were wearing matching clothes as father and son?”


  Duan Jiaxu looked up and studied her face. “Where’s your conscience, kid?”


  “Huh?”


  “After all I’ve done for you, you and your brother are gonna gang up on me?”


  “I’m not doing anything to you!” Duan Jiaxu ignored this. Sang Zhi blinked, trying to figure out what he’d meant. “Gege, I think I…I’m pretty…nice to you.”


  Duan Jiaxu grabbed the cap off her head and put it back on his own.


  Sang Zhi stared, stunned. “Fine. Take your hat back. You’re so childish.”


  “And now you’re insulting me, too. Trying to hurt my feelings.”


  “I didn’t insult you!” she argued, wide-eyed and offended. “You’re a grown man—how could I hurt you? Don’t slander me.”


  “Give me your hands.”


  Sang Zhi paused, but she relented and obeyed him eventually. He held her wrists in place, then steadily disinfected the wounds on her palms instead of replying. 


  Maybe he really was upset.


  “Gege,” she mumbled, “why are you ignoring me?” All her efforts to soften him were in vain. So unfair. “You’re so petty—I mean, vindictive!” she corrected when he glanced up. “No, wait, I mean, um, you have a good, uh, memory.”


  “A good memory?” His eyes curved with amusement as he answered at last. “I thought you were calling me vindictive?”


  “Well, you could say—” She lost her nerve mid-sentence and changed course. “Of course that wasn’t what I meant.”


  “What did you mean, then?”


  “I meant it as a compliment.”


  Duan Jiaxu got up and retrieved a pack of wet wipes. “Well, I didn’t like hearing it.”


  He’s so difficult, Sang Zhi thought. 


  Then he moved in to wipe her face. “Why don’t you call me something else?”


  She shrank back from the sudden proximity.


  He paused. Assuming she didn’t like people touching her face, he handed her the wet wipe. “Want to do it yourself?”


  She didn’t take it. After a quiet pause, she leaned forward again. It was clear what she wanted from him.


  “I can’t see my own face,” she primly replied.


  “Why are you so fussy?” Duan Jiaxu chuckled and began to wipe her face. When he was done, he lingered. “Kid, don’t you think…”


  She suddenly felt nervous. “What?”


  Duan Jiaxu tilted his head. “I’m waiting on you hand and foot, like your servant?” 


  The pain wasn’t so bad now, since her ankle was iced and her wounds were clean. Her mood improved. She’d always been treated like something precious by the people around her, so she didn’t see anything wrong with her current situation—apart from how Duan Jiaxu was a little too close. 


  “I didn’t make you do anything,” she mumbled. All he’d done was dress her wounds and clean her face. That wasn’t hard. How did that make him her servant? If it did, well…he had an easy-to-please boss.


  “Now I suddenly have a sister, and your brother’s abandoned me too.” He stood up straight. “How many times have I helped you out now, kid? Think about it.”


  “I-in that case, I can help you back,” she blurted.


  He sat beside her and turned, smiling with real interest. “Oh yeah? How?”


  “By…” She stalled. Nothing came to mind. She gave up with a scratch of her head and tried to change the subject. “Where did my brother go…?”


  “He doesn’t want you anymore,” Duan Jiaxu drawled.


  “Hmph! I don’t want him.” She thought back to earlier. “Won’t he be wondering why I called him my dad in front of my teacher? And he heard the teacher call you my brother.”


  “Mm-hmm. He’s probably figured out the entire impersonation plan by this point.”


  Sang Zhi’s head throbbed. “What do I do?” 


  “What can you do?” Duan Jiaxu sighed. “We’re done for.”


  “No way. I’ll, um, I’ll talk to him. He wouldn’t tell our parents… I don’t think.”


  “I thought you were ignoring him?” 


  “I don’t want to, but he keeps being mean to me.” She slumped again. “It’s bad enough normally, but then he even got mad at me after I fell.”


  “You don’t think he cares about you?”


  Sang Zhi pouted. She didn’t nod or shake her head.


  “Didn’t you say something odd to your teacher?” he asked. “Wasn’t it normal for him to ask about it? Isn’t it because he cares about you?”


  “But couldn’t he be gentler about it?” she muttered sullenly.


  Duan Jiaxu laughed. “Your brother? Gentle? Isn’t that asking a bit much?”


  …True. 


  She didn’t know what else to say. She dared to peek at him again before looking down.


  It was in this quiet atmosphere that Sang Yan finally returned, ages after claiming he would get her some water. He had two bottles with him. He handed the room temperature one to Sang Zhi.


  “We’ll go to the hospital after you finish this.”


  Sang Zhi was silent.


  Sang Yan stooped in front of her and raised the bottle. “Are you drinking it or not?”


  At last, she slowly took it from his hand.


  “Wounds all cleaned up?” Sang Yan asked Duan Jiaxu.


  “Yep.”


  “Thanks, bro.” Sang Yan tossed him the other bottle.


  Duan Jiaxu leaned back in his chair and smiled with a shrug. Sang Yan turned so his back faced Sang Zhi. “Get on.” 


  Sang Zhi decided they were still in a standoff and pretended she didn’t hear him.


  Sang Yan turned his head and glared at her. “Your ‘real brother’ has class this afternoon, so he can’t take you to the hospital. You have to go with your ‘dad.’ Hurry up.”


  She look at Duan Jiaxu, who had just stood up.


  “Don’t you have class yourself?” he asked, pulling his phone from his pocket. 


  It sounded like he really wouldn’t be going with them.


  “You’re misremembering,” Sang Yan answered without even looking at him. “Hurry up and get on,” he added to Sang Zhi, impatience creeping into his voice.


  Without Duan Jiaxu’s protection, she didn’t dare put up much of a fuss; she didn’t want Sang Yan to actually abandon her. She climbed spinelessly onto his back.


  Duan Jiaxu returned his cap to her head. “Listen to your brother.”


  Sang Yan carried Sang Zhi out of the tent toward the field. Both of them stayed silent.


  After a couple dozen yards, Sang Zhi whipped her head back to look at the tent. Not far away, a small boy had tripped while running. She watched as Duan Jiaxu jogged over to help him up.


  It was a little far, and under the glare of the sun she couldn’t make out his expression. All she could see was that when he bent down to dust off the boy’s pants, he moved in a lively, gentle manner, like he was smiling. It was as if kindness seeped from his very bones. 


  Sang Zhi’s mood dropped all at once.


  She’d wanted to ask him to stop calling her “kid.” She honestly thought she wasn’t a kid anymore. 


  Then again, what did it matter? There wouldn’t be many chances for them to meet again. And it wasn’t just her he was nice to. He seemed that way with everyone: kind, yet distant. 


  Sang Yan carried Sang Zhi off the field and toward the school gate.


  She felt conflicted over their earlier fight. She was a tiny bit remorseful, but she couldn’t bring herself to make nice with him either. Sang Yan wasn’t talking right now, so she didn’t either. With one hand at his neck and the other on her bottle, she let her thoughts drift. She remembered being little, when he often carried her home like this.


  It seemed so long ago now.


  Then she recalled what she’d said to him in her fit of anger.


  “I’m not telling Mom and Dad yet,” Sang Yan said suddenly, cutting into her thoughts. “They’re at work. It’ll be a lot of trouble for them to rush over.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’ll tell Mom to call your teacher and ask for you to be absent tomorrow, but later.”


  After a few seconds of silence, she murmured “Okay” again.


  Outside the gate, Sang Yan hailed a cab, helped her in, and ran around to the other door. “The nearest hospital,” he told the driver before he turned to Sang Zhi. “Put on your seatbelt,” he reminded her, and when he noticed her grazed palms, he leaned over and buckled it for her.


  “Why don’t you have to wear one?” she asked.


  The corner of his mouth tightened. “It chokes me.”


  “It also chokes me!”


  “Choke, then,” he said indifferently, leaning back. The taxi fell silent.


  After a while, Sang Yan chucked a pack of gummies into her lap. “Have some candy.” 


  Sang Zhi looked down as they landed. She picked them up gingerly.


  She and her brother had similar tastes; they both liked this brand of gummies. There were nine in a pack. Usually, she took five, and he took four.


  Sang Zhi glanced at Sang Yan. He wasn’t looking at her. He stared out the window, looking tired. The candy seemed like a peace offering—or an apology.


  Apologies were hard between family.


  “Gege,” she said. “Did you go out to buy candy earlier?”


  “What do you mean?” Sang Yan’s eyelids drooped. He didn’t even look over. “I just grabbed it while I was at the shop.”


  Sang Zhi didn’t say another word. She tore the pack open and poured out the nine gummies. She picked up four, leaned over, and dropped them into Sang Yan’s palm.


  His fingers twitched, but he didn’t react otherwise.


  After a moment, Sang Zhi added two of her own gummies to his hand. She hoped the candy would communicate on her behalf.


  One gummy meant Thank you.


  The other was Sorry.


  The siblings’ quarrel passed as quickly as it’d come. Now that she wasn’t mad anymore, she didn’t bother staying quiet. After keeping everything in for so long, she could finally speak her mind.


  “You were in the wrong from the start. The minute I got there, you called me short and laughed at my clothes. And you said I couldn’t jump well.”


  “You call me ugly every day. Do I ever complain?” Sang Yan scoffed.


  “That’s not the same.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s true.”


  He gave up trying to talk to her.


  She leaned against the window, looking out. “Gege… Why did you volunteer today?”


  Silence.


  “Are you participating in more activities so you can meet more girls and maybe be less single?”


  Sang Yan’s temple throbbed.


  “You shouldn’t waste your time, Gege.”


  “Shut it.”


  “You should study hard and make good money.”


  She just wouldn’t stop talking. He scowled. “I volunteered, no hidden meaning. Why are you so curious about why I did it?”


  She recoiled slightly. “Jeez. I was just asking.”


  “You don’t care to learn anything about me normally.”


  “I don’t get to see you, normally. Duh. I’m seeing you for once, so here I am, learning more about you.”


  Once this gremlin got going, there was really no point trying to stop her. Sang Yan exhaled. “They needed people. Chen Junwen’s the head of our sports club, so he volunteered everyone in our room.”


  Now that she had her answer, she quieted down. She wanted to ask about Duan Jiaxu, but even after a long pause, she couldn’t manage the words.


  “Daughter?” Sang Yan suddenly said.


  Sang Zhi cocked her head.


  He didn’t seem to be talking to her. “Duan Jiaxu’s your brother?” he murmured, his eyes half lidded.


  Sang Zhi squinted. “What are you talking about?”


  “That’s all right, then,” he said, stroking his chin.


  Nutcase, Sang Zhi thought.


   


  ***


   


  At Sang Zhi’s checkup at the hospital, they received confirmation that she really was fine, and her wounds were professionally dressed. 


  Sang Yan brought her home. He waited for their mother to get back before returning to campus.


  The sports festival was over, and the weekend followed. Sang Zhi rested at home for two days. She still wasn’t walking very well by Monday, but Sang Rong and Li Ping had to go to work. Fortunately, Sang Yan was in his junior year, living free and easy. And so, just like when Sang Zhi was in third grade, he had to pick her up from school every day.


  Sang Zhi didn’t like it at first. However, once she realized her brother was even less happy about this turn of events—his face dark and stormy every time he picked her up—she started to enjoy it.


  Sang Yan was only free after five, so Sang Zhi would typically wait for him at her desk, doing her homework. That Thursday was really no different from usual. As usual, a couple of other students had also lingered behind that day to clean up the classroom.


  Suddenly, someone called out to her. “Sang Zhi! Someone’s looking for you.”


  Sang Zhi lifted her head from her work. To her surprise, Yin Zhenru stood in the doorway. They hadn’t seen each other in a while. Sang Zhi blinked, then went over to her.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Yin Zhenru noticed her limp. “What happened to your foot?”


  “Twisted my ankle.”


  “You need to be more careful.” Yin Zhenru frowned. “Does it hurt?”


  Sang Zhi shook her head. “Nah, not really. Not anymore.”


  Since they hadn’t spoken in a while, everything felt a little stiff and unfamiliar. Yin Zhenru scratched her cheek.


  “Sang Zhi… Could you come somewhere with me?”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s for something important.” Yin Zhenru grabbed her hand and swung it back and forth in the cutesy, cajoling way she always used to. “Just come with me? I don’t want to go alone.”


  “Go where?” asked Sang Zhi. “I’m waiting for my brother.”


  “Why’s your brother coming?”


  “To pick me up and take me home,” Sang Zhi replied honestly. “Because of my bad leg.”


  “You’re walking fine, though.”


  But Sang Zhi wasn’t convinced yet.


  “C’mon.” Yin Zhenru tugged her hand again. “I’m not going to take you anywhere weird, I’m just bored. Let’s get something to eat close by.”


  Sang Zhi eyed her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Let me tell my brother.” She returned to her seat and took her phone from her bag. Just as she was about to call, her phone rang. She picked up.


  “Gege?”


  “Have you come out yet?”


  “No.”


  “Don’t. I have something going on today. I asked Duan Jiaxu to get you, but he isn’t done until five thirty, so wait a little longer.”


  That was unexpected. Sang Zhi swallowed the words and looked at the clock on the wall. It was only half past four; Duan Jiaxu was an hour away.


  An irrepressible little frisson of anticipation bubbled inside her, along with a strange anxiety—until she thought of what she’d just promised Yin Zhenru. Then her heart felt like a balloon with a hole pricked in it, her good mood leaking away.


  Sang Zhi didn’t really want to tell Yin Zhenru, but it would be bad form to renege. She glanced at Yin Zhenru hesitantly.


  “Did you hear me?” Sang Yan asked after a long time without a response.


  Sang Zhi murmured a slow “Aah,” as if she hadn’t heard him clearly. 


  Sang Yan patiently repeated himself. “I said that Duan Jiaxu will pick you up later, around five thirty. He’ll call you, I think. You can stay in the classroom and do your homework for now.”


  “Five thirty?”


  “Yeah. Behave yourself today, all right? Don’t give him trouble.”


  Just as Sang Zhi was about to retort, Sang Yan cut her off. “Okay, I need to go now.” He hung up without a second thought.


  The call went dead, and Sang Zhi lowered her phone. She stared at the screen in disbelief, then set it down and packed her bag as calmly as she could manage. Once she was done, she pulled it over her shoulders and limped to the door.


  Yin Zhenru came over and took her arm. They walked for a while before Sang Zhi remembered something. “You’re not taking me to see Fu Zhengchu, are you?”


  “Huh?” Yin Zhenru blinked, then flapped her free hand. “No, no. I haven’t hung out with him in ages, anyway. He’s changed completely. Studies all the time.”


  “Well, that’s good.” Yin Zhenru had never lied to her before, so Sang Zhi wasn’t suspicious. “We can go eat something. I have to come back for my brother at five thirty, though.”


  The “close by” place Yin Zhenru mentioned was behind the school—a street outside Nanwu University lined with stalls and small shops. They’d been there several times before. They could just about make it back in an hour.


  Yin Zhenru was silent, then gave a quick nod. “Okay.”


  They headed downstairs. Sang Zhi walked slowly because of her foot, taking the steps one at a time: one foot on the step, then the other beside it before she could descend again. She didn’t let Yin Zhenru help her, plodding down on her own.


  Yin Zhenru was usually chatty, but today she was strangely quiet. Sang Zhi decided to start the conversation herself. “Why’d you come looking for me today?”


  “Hm?” Yin Zhenru took a moment to react—her mind seemed elsewhere. “Has it been that long since I came to hang out? Huh. I guess I don’t have much time now that we’ve changed classes and I’ve made new friends. I should introduce you someday.”


  “No worries, I was just asking.” Sang Zhi wasn’t offended; Yin Zhenru had always been a social butterfly.


  “I kind of missed you. So I just wanted to hang out.”


  Sang Zhi nodded and smiled, flashing her dimple. She would never say something so saccharine herself, but hearing it from a friend made her happy.


  They left the school, heading left, then straight, then left again. They chatted about class gossip, but Sang Zhi soon grew bored—Yin Zhenru seemed distracted the whole time.


  “You’re kind of weird today,” Sang Zhi said.


  Yin Zhenru’s head snapped up. “Why do you say that?”


  “Are you upset about something?”


  “N-no.”


  “You’re talking less than usual.”


  “Really?” Yin Zhenru rubbed her nose. “Maybe I’m a little tired.”


  “Did you stay up late last night?”


  “Yeah…”


  They reached the back street. Sang Zhi looked at the closest stalls. “What do you wanna eat? Should we get dumplings?”


  Yin Zhenru didn’t answer. “Did you bring money today?”


  Sang Zhi hesitated, then pulled a note from her pocket. “I have twenty. That should be enough, right?”


  Yin Zhenru looked down as well. She pointed at an alley. “I don’t want dumplings. Let’s go over there,” she said, her voice tinged with embarrassment and guilt.


  The alley looked dark. Nobody was around except a few young men smoking at the corner. Sang Zhi’s steps slowed.


  “Why? I’ve never been down there. They don’t look like they sell food.” 


  “Um…” Yin Zhenru’s expression tightened. “I don’t want to eat anymore. I want to go to an internet café.”


  Sang Zhi stared. Those were two words she never thought she’d hear. “An internet café?”


  “Y-yeah.”


  “Yin Zhenru, minors can’t go to internet cafés. They check your ID.”


  “They don’t at this one.”


  “So it’s an illegal internet café?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  “No.” Sang Zhi frowned. “Why do you want to go to an illegal internet café?”


  “To game…” Yin Zhenru looked pained. “My grades dropped, so my parents won’t let me use the computer at home.”


  “Well, I’m not going to an illegal internet café.”


  Yin Zhenru tugged her hand. “Just go with me. I’m scared of going alone.”


  “No way. My parents wouldn’t want me going to that kind of place.” Sang Zhi could be willful, but she listened to her parents, and she wasn’t budging. “If you want to play, play at my house.”


  Yin Zhenru shook her head. “It takes ages to download.”


  “I’ll download it for you today. You can come over and play tomorrow. And after that, you need to study properly so your grades go back up and your parents let you play at home again.”


  “We’re already here.” Yin Zhenru’s eyes were unfocused. “Just come with me today. Just this once. Then I won’t go there again, okay?”


  Sang Zhi stared at her. The two had a brief standoff. 


  Frustrated she hadn’t convinced Sang Zhi, Yin Zhenru stomped toward the alley. “Whatever, I’ll go alone! Go home, then!”


  The guys at the corner glanced over but didn’t move. Sang Zhi clenched her hands around her bag straps, torn between discomfort and concern.


  “Yin Zhenru,” she called out, hobbling after her. “Wait. Don’t!”


  The alley was dim, unlit, and narrow. The trash heap in the corner made it look filthy. Sang Zhi couldn’t walk as fast, so she called out a few more times before Yin Zhenru finally stopped and turned. Sang Zhi looked around uneasily. She really didn’t want to stick around here.


  “C’mon, quit it. Let’s go back.”


  Before Yin Zhenru could answer, people emerged from a door in the alley: three girls in vocational school uniforms. The one in the lead had wine-red hair and a face full of makeup. It was hard to make out her actual features. Her uniform was covered in strange drawings, and she held a cigarette between her fingers.


  “Why are you late? We’ve been waiting ages for you, little girlie,” she said to Yin Zhenru, blowing a smoke ring.


  Yin Zhenru turned slowly. “My t-teacher wouldn’t let us out…”


  “Oh? I thought you ran away. Thought I’d go to your school tomorrow so we could play together,” she taunted. “Did you ask your parents for money?”


  “I really don’t have any money… My parents won’t give me any. B-but, um, my friend brought some…” Yin Zhenru looked at Sang Zhi pleadingly. “Didn’t you bring money, Sang Zhi?”


  Sang Zhi finally understood. She looked at Yin Zhenru with dark, impenetrable eyes. Yin Zhenru looked away, unable to meet her gaze.


  Only then did the redhead notice Sang Zhi standing behind Yin Zhenru. She swaggered over. “How much?”


  Sang Zhi drew the twenty from her pocket, scowling. 


  The girl took it. “Just this?”


  Sang Zhi nodded.


  The girl clicked her tongue. “Are you really so poor, little girl?”


  Her friends behind her cackled. “And she’s a gimp too!”


  “Gimpy,” the girl laughed, patting Sang Zhi’s cheek with her cigarette-wielding hand. “If you don’t have money, your parents do, right? Lend me a little?”


  Afraid of being burned, Sang Zhi stood still and hummed.


  The girl let go. “Come here and see me after school tomorrow,” she said softly. “Tell your teachers or parents about this, and I’ll come to your school to play with you every day.”


  After a quiet pause, Sang Zhi hummed again.


  At last, the redheaded girl stepped back with a satisfied smirk. As she passed Yin Zhenru, she yanked her hair, hard. Yin Zhenru folded backward.


  “Bring me money tomorrow,” the girl sneered. “Don’t give me all that about your parents. I don’t care if you have to steal it—get me the money.”


  “Please don’t hit me,” Yin Zhenru pleaded, trembling and close to tears. “I…I’ll bring money tomorrow…”


  The three girls lingered, chatting among themselves for a long time. Finally, they left. Yin Zhenru and Sang Zhi stood alone in the alley.


  Sang Zhi turned to Yin Zhenru, expressionless. “You know them?”


  “I ran into them at the internet café yesterday.” Yin Zhenru’s tears spilled over. “I’m sorry, Sang Zhi, but I was so scared… I used up my allowance, and my parents won’t give me any more, so I didn’t know what to do…”


  Sang Zhi didn’t reply. She turned and walked out of the alley.


  Yin Zhenru hurried after her. “Don’t be mad at me. It’s fine now that you gave them the money. They probably won’t hurt you… Wait till the term break, it’ll be fine…”


  Sang Zhi ignored her.


  “Sang Zhi…”


  At last, she whipped around. “They were extorting you?”


  Yin Zhenru nodded pathetically.


  “Why did you bring me here, then?” Sang Zhi’s fury began to show, sparks in her voice. “You should have told your parents or your teachers. Why did you bring me?”


  “Didn’t you hear what they said?” Yin Zhenru shrank from her anger. “If I told my parents, they’d come for me every day. I didn’t dare…”


  Sang Zhi pinned her with a look.


  “A-and…” Yin Zhenru stammered, increasingly incoherent, “y-your family, they’re, um, aren’t they rich?”


  A wave of betrayal hit Sang Zhi so hard she couldn’t speak. She glared daggers at Yin Zhenru, then walked away in silence.


  Yin Zhenru wiped her eyes and followed, her heart in her throat.


  Everything was silent for a moment.


  “Don’t come looking for me anymore,” Sang Zhi finally said.


  Yin Zhenru burst into tears again. “Sang Zhi…”


  “Don’t listen to them. They’re just trying to scare you,” Sang Zhi said calmly. “When you get home, tell your parents. They can’t just not care about you. Those girls don’t look much older than us, anyway—there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  Yin Zhenru bowed her head. Sang Zhi didn’t know if she was listening.


  After a brief silence, Sang Zhi said, “I’m leaving. Bye.”


  Yin Zhenru didn’t follow. 


  Sang Zhi didn’t dare linger. She marched a little faster, all the way to a beef-offal noodle shop she knew in a more crowded area. Only then did she stop; she stared blankly, still in a daze, before remembering Duan Jiaxu. Her chest tightened. She dug through her bag for her phone.


  It was already past six. Duan Jiaxu had called a dozen times.


  She’d made him wait ages. Anxiety surged in her stomach—she was afraid he’d yell, afraid he’d be angry. Just as she was about to call back, her phone rang. She answered at once.


  The line was silent for several seconds, as if he was surprised she’d picked up. “Sang Zhi?”


  “Mm.”


  He sighed in relief. “Where’d you go? Didn’t your brother ask you to wait for me at school?”


  “I’m next to Chen’s Dumplings. And yeah, he did.”


  There was a pause. “Wait there for me.”


  A few minutes later, Duan Jiaxu appeared at the entrance of the noodle shop. Sweat beaded at his temples, and his face was a bit flushed, like he’d run over. He showed no hint of a smile.


  When he saw she was safe, his brows eased—then knit together again.


  “Gege,” Sang Zhi said.


  “Where’d you go?”


  She hesitated, then pointed at the alley.


  “There?” He looked over, recoiled an inch, then stared at her in disbelief. “An internet café? Who asked you to go?”


  Sang Zhi peeked at him, too afraid to speak.


  Duan Jiaxu took a few deliberate breaths, trying to rein in his temper. “You didn’t answer my calls either.”


  Sang Zhi kept quiet.


  “If you didn’t want me to pick you up today, you should’ve told your brother.” Duan Jiaxu smiled at her, his heavy-lidded eyes piercing. “You know I’m poor and don’t have a lot of time.” Though his tone seemed casual as usual, there was a strange pointedness to it.


  “That’s not…” Sang Zhi clutched her bag straps, desperate for a way to explain what’d happened. She didn’t want to trouble him, and she didn’t want him to think she was stupid for getting duped by Yin Zhenru.


  Sensing Sang Zhi’s regret, Duan Jiaxu calmed down somewhat. Still, he put away his smile. “Do you know what you did wrong?”


  Sang Zhi bit her lip.


  “Hmm?” His tone sharpened. “Say something.”


  She had never seen him angry before. Suddenly, it reminded her of Sang Rong’s tone when Sang Yan got into trouble—right before Sang Rong hit him. That exact same tone.


  A phrase surfaced in her mind: “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” 


  Sang Zhi hid her hands behind her and took a wary step back. The movement was so sudden and strange that Duan Jiaxu paused, uncertain what it meant. His mask of sternness cracked. 


  Sang Zhi gulped. “I’m sorry, Gege,” she said carefully. She sounded so anxious, so frightened, that his anger drained away.


  He opened his mouth to speak—


  “Don’t hit me.”


  He blinked.


  “L-let’s talk it over, okay?” Sang Zhi stepped back again, afraid of staying too close. “I’ll listen, I know how to behave now…”


  The sky was getting dark, but one side of the street wasn’t lit yet, casting Duan Jiaxu’s eyes into deeper shadows than usual. He watched her without moving, lips flat. It was hard to read his expression.


  The silence felt like the calm before the storm.


  “Not even my parents have hit me before,” Sang Zhi added, her heart thumping wildly.


  “Am I going to hit you?” Duan Jiaxu asked tonelessly.


  Sang Zhi deflated a little, relieved. “You’re not?”


  “Did I say that?” Duan Jiaxu laughed.


  As she tensed again, he noticed a mark on her otherwise clean uniform—a burn near her collar from a bit of cigarette ash.


  His eyes sharpened. Wondering if he was seeing things, he drew closer.


  Sang Zhi sucked in a breath, alarmed, thinking he really was about to hit her. She flattened her palms out and offered them to him in resignation.


  Duan Jiaxu swallowed. “How did this happen?” he asked, pointing at her collar.


  Sang Zhi froze. She followed his finger and saw the mark. She tried to rub it off, but it didn’t budge.


  “Hey. Kid. Did someone bully you?”


  Sang Zhi hesitated, then nodded.


  His face darkened. His eyes darted over her, checking for injuries. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t want to give you any trouble. My brother said I had to behave myself and not be a bother,” Sang Zhi said slowly. “I wasn’t going to keep it a secret. I was going to tell my mom and dad when I got home.”


  He did his best to stay patient. “Did they hit you?”


  She shook her head. “Just patted my cheek and took twenty yuan from me, then told me to bring more money tomorrow.”


  “Why did you go there to begin with?”


  “My friend asked me to.” When she thought of Yin Zhenru, her mood dropped. “She was scared…so she asked me to go with her.”


  “Why didn’t she tell her parents?” Duan Jiaxu asked, incredulous.


  “Because they said if she did, they’d come to our school every day,” Sang Zhi answered honestly. “She was too scared.”


  He crouched down and met her eyes. “Give me your hand.”


  She stared doubtfully. Clearly, he wasn’t giving her anything. Regardless, she obeyed.


  He lifted his hand and smacked her palm before she could brace herself. It was gentle—almost like a high five.


  “What’re you doing?!” She snatched her hand back.


  “Hitting you,” he drawled. “Listen up, kid. Next time, if someone tries to trick you into going somewhere unsafe—no matter how good a friend they are—don’t go.” He stood and ruffled her hair. “You hear me?”


  “But you can’t just hit me,” she whined.


  “Hm? Why not?” He let out a low chuckle. “If you don’t listen to me…”


  Her expression grew wary.


  “I’ll hit you every time I see you.”


  She didn’t respond.


  It was getting late, so they didn’t stick around. “You’re getting brave now, huh?” Duan Jiaxu took her arm and guided her out of the street. “You didn’t even cry this time.”


  “They didn’t hurt me,” Sang Zhi muttered.


  “Where’d your friend run off to?”


  “Dunno.”


  “You should know a few things at your age, right? If a friend isn’t good to you, they’re a bad friend. You shouldn’t hang out with her anymore.”


  She nodded.


  “Remember to tell your parents when you get home,” he said. “If you run into any trouble in the future, don’t hide it. They’ll always protect you.”


  “Got it.”


  Satisfied she’d heard him, he didn’t harp on the topic. “When your brother picks you up, how do you get home?”


  Before the words “by taxi” came out of her mouth, she caught herself. “The bus.”


  “The bus?” He looked dubious. “Wouldn’t your foot get stepped on?”


  “Nope,” she said evasively.


  The path to the bus stop passed Nanwu University’s main entrance, where there was an obvious increase in the number of people outside—probably college students out for dinner.


  Duan Jiaxu waved to hail a cab. He didn’t seem to have believed her.


  A boy Duan Jiaxu knew was riding a bicycle in the opposite direction and greeted him with a grin. “Hello, Senior!”


  “Lin Hai, wait,” Duan Jiaxu called.


  “Hm?” The boy stopped.


  “Lend me your bike? I’ll return it to you later.”


  “Sure.” Lin Hai hopped off and glanced at Sang Zhi. “This your kid sister, Senior?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Hello, little girl.” He waved before jogging toward the school gate. “I’m heading off. My girlfriend’s waiting for me!”


  “Go on.” Duan Jiaxu brushed the dust from the bicycle’s back seat. “I’ll give you a ride home, okay, kid?”


  Sang Zhi took a step toward him with no hesitation. The corner of his lips curled up. “Does it make you that happy?” he teased. “Look at your smile.”


  She touched her lips. They hadn’t moved an inch! Before she could retort, he’d already swung onto the bike.


  “Get on,” he urged with a grin.


  Shameless man.


  Feeling awkward, she dragged her feet and sat on the back, gripping the sides of her seat.


  When she settled, she noticed he still had both feet on the ground. “Gege, I’m ready,” she prodded.


  He turned his head. “Your hands are missing, kid.”


  What? Sang Zhi raised them. “They’re right here.”


  “Then why aren’t you holding on to me?” He grabbed her wrists and placed her hands on his waist. “Why were you hiding them?”


  Her breath hitched. She loosened her grip and held his shirt instead.


  He stepped on the pedals. The bicycle rolled slowly at first, then picked up speed.


  The night was much cooler than the day had been. Wind roared past them, whistling in their ears and pounding against their eardrums. The sky glowed with the colors of sunset. A clean floral sweetness drifted into Sang Zhi’s nose, mixed with the faint scent of the man in front of her—like orange soda, but laced with something heady. She couldn’t tell if the thumping she heard was the wind or her own heartbeat. 


  After a long stretch of silence, her heartbeat returned to a normal tempo, and she started to get bored. She tried to strike up a conversation.


  “Where did my brother go, Gege?”


  “I think he’s accompanying someone for their interview.”


  “Huh? Like, for a job?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “He’s only in his third year, right? Why are they looking for jobs already?”


  “Internships. If it doesn’t get in the way of class, you can be an intern whenever.” 


  “Oh.” Sang Zhi stared at Duan Jiaxu’s wind-puffed black shirt. “Aren’t you going to get one, then, Gege?”


  “I still have classes.”


  “When do you plan to do one?”


  “Next semester, or maybe next year.”


  “Close to school?”


  “No.” He leaned to one side as they took a corner. “Near home.”


  The wind was icy cold as it slapped her in the face. She felt as cold as that wind as her heart sank.


  “Mm… Gege, you’re not planning to stay in Nanwu?”


  “Ha, nope. I have to go home.”


  “Oh.” She decided to continue probing. “When exactly do you plan to go home?”


  “Hm? Why are you so full of questions today?” There was no impatience in his tone, though. “We’ll see. I haven’t decided.”


  Afraid of upsetting him, she tried one final question. “For the New Year’s break?”


  “Nah.”


  Why wasn’t he going home for New Year’s? Something about the idea made her sad, but she didn’t dare venture another question.


  Before she knew it, they’d reached her building. He came to a stop and looked over his shoulder. “Can you get upstairs yourself?”


  She nodded. “Thank you, Gege,” she said, then limped toward the entrance.


  She’d only made it a few steps before he called out to her. “Wait.”


  She turned around.


  He came to her and bent down. With the streetlights obscured by the thick foliage of the trees, it was too dark to see, but she could feel him stuff something into her pocket.


  She was about to fish it out when he lifted his hand to pinch her cheek, distracting her.


  “Remember to tell your parents,” he instructed.


  “…Okay.”


   


  ***


   


  By the time Sang Zhi made it inside her apartment, it was time for dinner. She explained what had happened earlier to her parents at the dinner table, shocking them. Li Ping immediately called her homeroom teacher. Sang Rong asked Sang Zhi for details as he comforted her, telling her not to be afraid.


  She wasn’t anyway. She nodded silently. After dinner, she went to her room to do her homework. Just as she pulled her books from her bag, she remembered what’d happened downstairs. She felt at her pocket.


  A sheet of paper?


  She slipped it out. 


  It was a twenty-yuan note.


  It looked a little old, wrinkled at all four corners. It obviously wasn’t her missing bill, just one that had appeared in her pocket to replace it, as if she hadn’t been extorted today, as if nobody had robbed her.


  As if nothing bad had happened at all.


  As if he’d wanted to comfort her in the simplest, purest way.


  She stared at it for a long time. Then she threw herself onto the bed and curled up under the sheets, feeling the air wheeze out of her bit by bit. Only when her face flushed from holding her breath did she poke her head out and stare at the ceiling. 


  She let out a strange laugh. Getting back up, she laid the twenty-yuan note flat and pressed it under her drawing board. She took her phone out of her bag and looked for Duan Jiaxu’s number.


  The number had a Yihe area code.


  Yihe was in a different province. She’d heard of it but never been. She spent some time in thought, then looked up the distance between Nanwu and Yihe. It was a three-hour flight away. Pretty far.


  She hesitated before doing some research on universities in Yihe. After scrolling through the results for a while, she slumped over her desk in frustration. Spotting the strips of origami star paper, she grabbed one, sat up straight, and wrote distractedly on the blank side.


  November 5, 2009. I won’t hang out with Yin Zhenru anymore.


  She nimbly folded it into a star and tossed it into the milk bottle. She wrote a little slower on the next strip.


  The bottle that marked the events of her life would hold the biggest secret of her teenage years.


  November 5, 2009. I don’t want to admit it, but I think I’ve really fallen for someone.


  At that age of first loves, she’d fallen for her brother’s friend—a man seven years older than her.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, Sang Zhi stayed in her classroom doing homework after school, waiting for Sang Yan as usual. This time, she didn’t have to wait until five. At half past four, Sang Yan appeared, along with two of his roommates. One was Duan Jiaxu; the other was Chen Junwen. It was as if they were picking her up to round out their mahjong table.


  Sang Zhi packed her things and rushed over to Sang Yan. She peeked at Duan Jiaxu out of the corner of her eye, but not for long.


  “Gege,” she whispered, “why did you bring people with you?”


  Sang Yan shot her a look. “Didn’t those people who extorted you yesterday ask you to go see them today?”


  She nodded. “So?”


  “Take us there.”


  Thinking of the three girls from yesterday, she stared at the three tall, grown men in front of her, at a loss for words.


  “You don’t need to go…” she finally said.


  Sang Yan pinched her cheek hard. “Look, gremlin. If anyone thinks they can bully someone on my turf, I’m not putting up with it, understand?”


  “Yeah!” said Chen Junwen.


  Duan Jiaxu just smiled.


  Sang Zhi looked over all three of them. “Well…okay.”


   


  ***


   


  They made a silent trek to the edge of the alley.


  “What do they look like, gremlin?” Sang Yan asked. “Don’t go in.”


  “They’re three girls.”


  “…Girls?” He blinked.


  “Yeah. The leader is half a head taller than me, with wine-red hair.” She tried to think of how else to describe her. “She has a face like a makeup palette.”


  “Hmph. Well, I don’t care about their gender.”


  But Chen Junwen’s passion for retribution cooled. “If they’re girls…it might affect my abilities.”


  He seemed to find it too shameful for three men to go in and threaten three girls—the challenge was gone. Sang Yan asked him to stay and watch Sang Zhi instead while he and Duan Jiaxu went in.


  The alley was filthy and smelled like a sewer. A dirt-streaked sign that read Internet Café hung in the middle. Perhaps because they heard the group outside, it wasn’t long before the three girls emerged.


  Duan Jiaxu retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one, gaze unfocused. He kept it between his lips, eyes half lidded, looking through the thin curls of smoke at the leader of the girls. She was exactly as Sang Zhi described: half a head taller, wine-red hair, makeup-palette face.


  The girl waved a hand, seemingly disappointed that they weren’t the people she’d been expecting—though she couldn’t resist taking a second look at their handsome faces. After that, she gestured to the other two girls to follow her back in.


  “Excuse me,” Sang Yan called, flicking the lighter he was holding in his hand. His voice was edged with ice.


  The girl stopped and turned. “You talking to me?” she asked, confused.


  Before Sang Yan could speak again, Duan Jiaxu cut in.


  “I heard…” His peach-blossom eyes curved at the corners, his smile warm yet enigmatic. “You asked my kid to give you money.”


   


  ***


   


  It was past five. The sun wasn’t as hot as at noon, but its rays were still sharp. The smell just outside the alley wasn’t much better than in it, so Chen Junwen didn’t want Sang Zhi to linger. He brought her to a nearby stall, where they bought two sticks of candied strawberries. Then they found a shaded area and each ate one.


  Afraid she’d feel awkward, Chen Junwen struck up a conversation. “This area’s a bit seedy. You shouldn’t come here if you don’t have to.”


  “I won’t,” she replied.


  “Qian Fei wanted to come with us. You remember him, the big guy? But he had something else to do today.”


  She tore the bits of edible wrapper off the strawberries; she didn’t like that part. “I remember him. My brother brought us all out for dinner in the summer.”


  “Oh? I must’ve gone home by then. That’s probably why I didn’t join.”


  She nodded. “Jiaxu-ge went, though.”


  “Huh? Lao-Xu?” Chen Junwen seemed to think of something. “Oh, right. He didn’t go home during the holidays.”


  “Why not?”


  He scratched his head. He didn’t know either. “Maybe he couldn’t be bothered? There was the short semester—not much break left after that.”


  “Ah.”


  “He does go home from time to time,” Chen Junwen added. “He normally goes back on short breaks. I think he went home for Tomb-Sweeping Day last semester? But he doesn’t go home for longer vacations.”


  “Not even for New Year’s?” Sang Zhi asked in a small voice.


  “Not even then. But that’s normal. A lot of people in our school don’t go home for the new year. The school does a New Year’s Eve dinner, and you get a red envelope if you stay. Extra money.”


  She bit through the candy on her strawberry, lost in thought.


  “Gege, what are they doing in there?” she asked after a moment.


  “Huh?”


  “Will they fight them?”


  “They might’ve, if the bullies were boys.” He stroked his chin. “But they’re girls, so…maybe they’re just talking to them?”


   


  ***


   


  The alley was narrow, and window ledges jutted out of the stories above, blocking most of the light. The darkness contrasted so sharply with the outside that it seemed like stepping into another world.


  Sang Yan’s face twitched at Duan Jiaxu’s words. He gave him a sidelong glance.


  The redhead instantly sensed something was wrong. She took two cautious steps back and put on her best innocent face. “What? I don’t know you.” She flicked a meaningful look at the girls next to her.


  “That’s fine. I know you.” Sang Yan raised his eyebrows and sneered. “You were the one who took twenty yuan from my sister and burned her with your cigarette, right?”


  “Burned her?!” The girl’s voice jumped. “I just took the twenty, nothing else, all right? Don’t make stuff up! It was just twenty. I’ll give it back if you want it.”


  “‘Just twenty’?” Sang Yan lost all trace of mirth. “Forget twenty—you could’ve taken two bucks, and I’d still be here to even the score.”


  The girl was clearly incensed, but she didn’t dare push back. She pouted, pulled the money from her pocket, and held it out to Sang Yan in silence. Sang Yan didn’t take it.


  Duan Jiaxu read her school badge. “Vocational school? You’re underage?”


  “Kids… What’re you doing here? You should stay in school and study. You want this to be your lifelong career?” Sang Yan mocked.


  “Take the money and get lost,” the girl snapped, her expression darkening. “What I do is none of your business.”


  Duan Jiaxu lowered his eyes, took another drag of his cigarette, and exhaled slowly. Then he stepped forward and stopped in front of her, lifting his long lashes to study her closely.


  It was a silent stare. His eyes curved downward in the middle and lifted at the corners, naturally expressive. When he fixed them on someone, they were electric. There was no warmth in them now, which made them all the more terrifying.


  The girl felt her heart race, fear pushing her toward anger. “What the hell? Why won’t you leave me alone?! I said I’d give you the money back!”


  “Let’s go,” one of the other girls whispered, tugging her arm.


  Duan Jiaxu lifted the cigarette in his hand. He thought of Sang Zhi saying “patted my cheek.” His eyebrows raised as his slender fingers approached the redhead’s face.


  “How did you pat her cheek yesterday?” he murmured.


  The girl felt pressure close in from all sides. Seeing the red glow of the cigarette, she clenched her fist, not daring to move. Her eyes swam with tears.


  To her, the beautiful man in front of her was a demon at his core. Despite his smile, he terrified her more than the sharp-tongued man beside him.


  The burning end of the cigarette paused an inch from her face. Duan Jiaxu simply prodded her cheek with a fingertip. Ash fell onto her clothes in a pale-gray scorch. He slowly straightened up.


  “Did I scare you?” he asked, his tone polite. 


  The redhead took two steps back, tears spilling.


  “Never mind,” Duan Jiaxu laughed. “Looks like I really did, huh?”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Yan shoved his hands in his pockets as he followed Duan Jiaxu out of the alley. “You really know how to intimidate someone, man. Even I was scared.”


  “Really?” Duan Jiaxu said, raising an eyebrow.


  “You were smiling like…you know. A serial killer.”


  Duan Jiaxu rolled his eyes, and Sang Yan snorted.


  “By the way…how did my little sister turn into your kid? What the hell does that make me, your son?”


  “Sounds good to me,” Duan Jiaxu said easily. “I don’t mind.”


  “Fuck off.”


  They left the alley and saw Chen Junwen and Sang Zhi at a stall not too far away. Adult and child stood side by side, each holding a stick of bright-red candied strawberries.


  Sang Zhi had been glancing toward the alleyway periodically, so she spotted them right away. However, she’d just stuffed a large strawberry in her mouth, so her cheeks were swollen and she couldn’t speak. 


  It was Chen Junwen who went instead. “Did you see them?”


  Sang Yan hummed.


  “What did you guys do? Did you scare them? How did you do it? Tell me, I need to know!” Chen Junwen fired off questions like a machine gun.


  “I said I only kill ten people a month, and I’d already met my quota for November, so she’d have to wait until December,” Sang Yan said.


  “Hey. Who do you think you’re kidding?”


  “You.”


  Chen Junwen rolled his eyes. In his annoyance, he turned to Duan Jiaxu for answers. “Won’t you satisfy my curiosity, Lao-Xu?”


  “Hmm?” Duan Jiaxu let out a low chuckle. “Why should I satisfy you?”


  Chen Junwen almost choked. He pointed his candy stick at him. “We are in the presence of a child! Don’t start making blue jokes! Have some shame!”


  Sang Zhi listened in, musing over what “blue jokes” meant. Like…lewd jokes? What had been lewd about what Duan Jiaxu said? It’d sounded normal to her.


  Chen Junwen was right about him being shameless, though. Sang Zhi felt a little despondent. Why did Duan Jiaxu always speak like that? Setting aside the supposed blue joke, his tone alone was brazen enough. Even talking to other men, he sounded like he was flirting.


  Hearing the mention of a child, Duan Jiaxu focused on Sang Zhi. His lips curved upward. “How can you eat like that, child?”


  She blinked.


  “You look like a puffer fish, ha!”


  She immediately swallowed and licked any traces of sugar from the corners of her lips. 


  “You’re a puffer fish,” she muttered.


  “Oh?” Duan Jiaxu pointed to her remaining strawberries. “Why don’t you give Gege a bite? I’ll be the handsomest puffer fish you’ve ever seen.”


  “Eat mine,” Chen Junwen cut in. “Can you stop antagonizing children? It feels wrong watching you steal food like that.”


  Sang Yan gave him a look. “Forget it. She won’t let you have any anyway.”


  Duan Jiaxu ignored them both. Sure enough, Sang Zhi shook her head.


  “No,” she said firmly. Then she excavated five yuan from her pocket and stuffed it in his hand. “Buy your own.”


  Duan Jiaxu froze.


  This turn of events was beyond the realm of plausibility for Sang Yan. He put his phone away and eyed Sang Zhi for several seconds.


  “Why don’t you buy me, your brother, a stick, huh?”


  Sang Zhi peered at him and patted her pocket. “But I only had that five.” In other words, I have no money for you.


  After a brief silence, Sang Yan scoffed. “Fine. Good.”


  Duan Jiaxu rumbled with laughter as he looked at the money in his hand. He returned it to Sang Zhi. “I was joking. I don’t like those. Buy one for your brother.”


  “Okay.” Sang Zhi handed the money to Sang Yan.


  Because Duan Jiaxu didn’t like candied strawberries, Sang Zhi was giving her second choice the money. To Sang Yan, that meant he was just a bin for Duan Jiaxu’s trash. Sang Yan took a deep breath and pocketed the money.


  “Let’s go home.”


  Sang Zhi blinked. “Why aren’t you buying any?”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “Then give me back my money.”


  “No.”


  “So you tricked me out of my money?” she asked, upset.


  Tricked you? He fished the fiver out, along with the twenty from the redhead. “Not just the five, I’ve even taken your twenty.”


  “Huh? You got that back?”


  “Yeah, obviously.”


  “Gimme.”


  The corner of his lips tightened, but he didn’t argue and returned her money. “You’re materialistic for a little kid, aren’t you? Getting so petty over money… One day you’ll—”


  Before he could finish his sentence, he watched the “materialistic” Sang Zhi take the twenty and hand it to Duan Jiaxu. “You can have it, Gege,” she said sweetly.


  Sang Yan gaped.


  Duan Jiaxu leaned down and met her eyes. “I can have it?”


  Hearing him repeat it, Sang Zhi felt that wasn’t quite the right way to phrase it. She considered her words.


  “Mm, you can have it back,” she amended softly.


  Duan Jiaxu was about to speak, but then he noticed Sang Yan’s expression. He raised his eyebrows and changed what he was going to say. “Okay.” He took the note. “Thank you for giving Gege some money to spend.”


  “Hey, Sang Yan, I feel like she’s acting more like Lao-Xu’s sis—” But Chen Junwen didn’t finish when he saw Sang Yan’s face. “Never mind,” he said, patting Sang Yan’s shoulder.


   


  ***


   


  The four split into pairs as they passed Nanwu University’s entrance. Sang Zhi bit into her last strawberry. Her eyes drifted toward Duan Jiaxu’s back—then they snapped away, only to collide with Sang Yan’s hostile stare.


  A prickle of guilt shot through her. “What?” she snapped, as if she’d only been admiring the scenery.


  Sang Yan ignored her. He flagged down a cab, his face stony.


  Sang Zhi’s heart pounded. Had he noticed something was off? She feigned calm, holding her lips in a straight line. She opened the taxi door and got in. The pair sat side by side in silence.


  The driver, a middle-aged man, glanced at them in the rearview mirror. “Sibling fight?” he joked.


  Sang Zhi blinked. “No.” She glanced at Sang Yan’s rigid profile. “But it does look like it,” she admitted.


  Sang Yan didn’t react.


  “You see, we…um. My brother wanted me to buy him a stick of candied strawberries, so I gave him the money and asked him to buy it himself. He didn’t, so I asked for the money back, and then he got mad.”


  “Oh?” said the driver disapprovingly. “Come on, young man, you can’t do that.”


  Sang Yan took his earbuds out and slid them in.


  Sang Zhi was confused by his obvious irritation. It was just five bucks. What was the big deal? Had their parents stopped giving him an allowance?


  She hesitated, but she didn’t want to prolong their fight—the car ride would be crazy boring if he refused to talk. She shoved the five yuan into his hand reluctantly. “Take it.”


  He removed one earbud with a click of his tongue. “Like I want your pocket change.”


  “Oh.” She took it back without argument.


  “Think about it, gremlin.” Sang Yan stretched his lips into a parody of a smile, deciding to remind her that charity began at home. “Have you ever given your real brother money to spend?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t you just take it yourself?”


  He was dumbstruck.


  “When you bought those gaming controllers during last year’s winter break,” she continued, “you were short two hundred yuan, so you stole it from my red envelope money.”


  He didn’t look remotely ashamed. “Your envelope was so thick. How did you even notice?”


  “I’d know if you took a single yuan. I just don’t hold it against you.”


  “Then…why did you give Duan Jiaxu twenty yuan earlier?”


  “Jiaxu-ge snuck me twenty yuan yesterday after he found out those girls took mine,” Sang Zhi informed him. “Unlike you, you thief.”


   


  ***


   


  Li Ping called Chen Mingxu to report the extortion, and Yin Zhenru’s parents contacted the school as well on the same day. The school management became more vigilant about the issue. After several homeroom teachers checked with their classes, they discovered many more students had been robbed but kept quiet because it happened at an illegal internet café. The internet café was reported and soon closed down.


  How the school handled the aftermath, Sang Zhi neither knew nor cared to find out.


  Despite everything, Yin Zhenru approached her several times to apologize, but Sang Zhi’s coldness eventually drove her off for good. 


  Her ankle healed, but Sang Yan continued picking her up after school. When he couldn’t, he would get someone else to do it. Sometimes it was Qian Fei, sometimes Chen Junwen, but most often…it was Duan Jiaxu.


  An opportunity to see him that she didn’t have to work for.


  Sang Zhi could tell that Duan Jiaxu treated her a bit like Sang Yan did. He liked to tease her, but he was gentler about it, more perceptive. Whenever she acted strangely, he never thought twice about it; he simply found her amusing. He treated her the same as always, just a little more familiar.


  She used to think that her age was a handicap, that being too young kept her from all the things she wanted to do.


  As time went on, she changed her mind. Her age was an advantage. She was already starting to understand things that adults assumed she didn’t, which made it easy to feign innocence. 


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi didn’t do very well on her finals that term, dropping out of the top ten in her year. A small problem was that she’d added an additional subject this year—Physics—and the bigger problem was that she absolutely hated it and never listened in class. Her grade was disastrous.


  Li Ping and Sang Rong discussed it, consulted her, then decided Sang Yan should tutor her. If she didn’t learn the basics now, next term would be worse.


  The tutoring lasted less than half an hour.


  Both sides were at fault. Sang Zhi took issue with everything Sang Yan said, disagreeing with him every sentence; Sang Yan had zero patience for explaining concepts he considered simple. If she didn’t get it the first time, he wouldn’t explain it a second.


  Li Ping had no choice. She hired a tutor.


  Sang Zhi wasn’t in the mood to study. Winter break was short, and New Year’s meant visiting relatives. But with her grades tanking, she didn’t have the nerve to refuse. She brainstormed all day and night plotting ways to scare the tutor off. She couldn’t come up with anything, so she decided to just avoid them.


  I’ll slip out before the tutor comes tomorrow and have fun all day. That way, the tutor would conclude she wasn’t interested in studying and leave on their own, disappearing from her world for good.


  Li Ping said the tutor would come at nine in the morning, so Sang Zhi planned her whole day accordingly—but because she stayed up so late planning, she slept in and woke up at ten.


  When she saw the clock, she couldn’t breathe.


  Her parents were both at work; only she and Sang Yan were home.


  Resigned, she crept out of her room and peeked into the living room. No one was there. She blinked, then glanced at Sang Yan’s door. Shut. He was probably still asleep.


  Had the tutor not shown up at all?


  Relief washed over her. She headed to the bathroom to brush her teeth. Halfway through, she heard Sang Yan’s door open.


  “Gege, could you make me some instant noodles? With sausage,” she called through a mouthful of foam. She turned on the tap and scooped up water to rinse with, so she didn’t hear his response. She washed her face and stepped out of the bathroom.


  She dropped herself into a chair at the dining table. Noises drifted from the kitchen. “Gege, do you know why the tutor isn’t here?”


  The rustling of packaging paused, then resumed.


  She wasn’t bothered. “Did Mom give up on it? Or did the tutor oversleep? If that’s the case, that’s so unprofessional. Late on the first day!”


  Sang Zhi could hear the water boiling. She unwrapped a candy and tossed it in her mouth. “Maybe we could get a new one. But it’s almost New Year’s, so it’ll be hard. Better to not get one at all.”


  No reply.


  “Gege, if you help me talk to Mom about it…” She mulled it over. “I’ll give you a hundred yuan from my red envelope money this year.”


  Nothing.


  “Why aren’t you saying anything?”


  Still nothing.


  “Two hundred?”


  It was as if he didn’t appreciate such a small offer. Sang Zhi gritted her teeth and aimed higher. “Five hundred! Five hundred is enough, right?”


  Sang Yan’s door suddenly opened, and she heard his annoyed voice. “What are you shouting about? You know it’s still morning, right?”


  Sang Zhi paused. She turned just in time to see her brother wander over and flop into the seat beside her with a yawn.


  The sounds from the kitchen continued. 


  Sang Zhi realized she’d made a mistake. Her voice lowered. “Gege, who’s in the kitchen?”


  “Hm? It’s Duan Jiaxu. Didn’t Mom tell you? He’s here to tutor you.”


  Sang Zhi’s face went blank. “H-huh?”


  “What are you huh-ing about? You have some nerve waking up this late. Duan Jiaxu’s been waiting for ages.” Hearing the clatter from the kitchen, Sang Yan turned in that direction. “Hey, Duan Jiaxu, are you cooking noodles?”


  “That’s right,” came the casual reply.


  Sang Zhi blinked. Duan Jiaxu emerged carrying a pot of noodles. He looked handsome and aristocratic; aside from the rolled-up sleeves of his white sweater, nothing about him suggested he’d been doing anything as mundane as cooking.


  Mortified, Sang Zhi ducked her head and pretended she’d said nothing. Sang Yan glanced at the contents of the pot, then went to fetch bowls.


  Duan Jiaxu sat across from her. “Good morning?”


  “…Good morning.”


  “You were sleeping pretty soundly.” He leaned back in his chair, grinning a little. “Your brother knocked a few times, but you didn’t get up, so he gave up.”


  “I stayed up late,” Sang Zhi muttered, cheeks burning.


  “Oh?” His eyelids flickered. “So you weren’t pretending you didn’t hear?”


  “I really didn’t.”


  Sang Yan came back with three sets of bowls and chopsticks. “Didn’t what?” he asked suspiciously.


  “Didn’t hear you knock.”


  “You didn’t hear it?” Sang Yan scoffed as he ladled noodles into her bowl. He set it in front of her. “Next time I’ll set off firecrackers and see if you hear that.”


  Throughout breakfast, Sang Zhi fidgeted. She kept imagining Duan Jiaxu’s gaze on her, filled with rancor. The moment she finished her last bite of noodles, she excused herself and fled to her room. 


  As she flipped through her books, she reflected on what she’d said earlier. It was all right, actually. None of it was rude to him. So…he shouldn’t have a reason to be mad. Right?


  She exhaled, gathered her study materials, and tiptoed out. The desk in her bedroom was too small; it had plenty of space for one but not for two. Li Ping had suggested they have their tutoring sessions in Sang Yan’s room.


  Just as she reached his door, she glanced into the dining room. Empty. She set her things down and walked to the living room.


  The two men were on the couch playing video games, controllers in hand—the same controllers Sang Yan had bought with money stolen from her red envelope the year before.


  “Aren’t we studying?” Sang Zhi asked, incredulous.


  “We just ate, no studying yet,” Sang Yan said without looking over. “Go read by yourself first.”


  Sang Zhi rolled her eyes. So that was why he’d recommended Duan Jiaxu for the tutoring job. He just wanted to game with him!


  “Gege, did you get a tutor for me or a gaming buddy for yourself?”


  Duan Jiaxu half laughed, half sighed. “Give me a minute, kid. I’ll come teach you after this round.”


  Sang Zhi gave him a look, swallowed her irritation, and sat down.


  As always, Duan Jiaxu lounged back, looking relaxed and a little tired. He was beside the window, and sunlight streamed over his hair, painting it a lighter shade. Sang Zhi had never seen him play games before. She couldn’t help but watch.


  His hands were pretty too. His fingers were slender yet strong, with defined joints and distinct veins under his skin. As he played, he seemed focused, gentle, and refined, quite unlike his usual laziness. He was, as always, gorgeous. Hard to look away from.


  She pressed her lips together. Suddenly, she seized the phone in her pocket. Her eyes flashed over to Duan Jiaxu again.


  He didn’t seem to notice her watching. He was fixated on the TV screen.


  A reckless idea struck her. A very strong, compelling one.


  She wiped her sweaty palms on her pants, opened her camera app and—keeping it half-hidden under a cushion—aimed the lens at Duan Jiaxu.


  She held her breath and pressed the button.


  The game ended at that exact moment, plunging the living room into silence. A loud shutter sound exploded through the air. She felt like her eardrums had burst open.


  Duan Jiaxu and Sang Yan both turned toward her.


  Heat surged to her face.


  It was over. 


  Finished. 


  She was dead. She was dead!


  I forgot to turn off the sound!


  Chapter 5:
I’ll Grow Up


   


  THE LIVING ROOM SOFA was L-shaped with a glass coffee table in front of it. Duan Jiaxu and Sang Yan sat in a row with enough space between them for two. The remaining corner was empty. Sang Zhi had plopped down there without much thought—right next to Duan Jiaxu.


  Now her mind blanked, her face frozen in alarm. She even forgot to hide her phone. It was still pointed straight at him.


  Sang Yan tossed his controller aside. “What are you taking photos of, gremlin?”


  Sang Zhi didn’t know how to explain herself. She shook her head, abashed.


  Noticing the angle of her phone, Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows and curled his lips. He leaned in, closing the distance between them.


  “Hmm? You took a photo of me?”


  “N-no.” Sang Zhi shrank back, smooshing her phone into the cushion.


  “No?”


  She bit her lip.


  “Why’d you take a photo of me? Am I that good-looking?” Duan Jiaxu drawled, amusement threading through his voice.


  Sang Yan snorted. “Have some shame!” Something else occurred to him, and he turned back to Sang Zhi. “You’re not thinking of ratting—”


  Before he could finish, Sang Zhi sprang to her feet, eyes darting everywhere but at them.


  “I told my classmates I have a very handsome brother,” she blurted in one breath.


  Sang Yan stilled.


  Face pink, Sang Zhi inched toward her room. “But I was too ashamed to show them a picture of you,” she added, as if that were the only excuse she could find.


  Then she bolted, leaving the room in silence.


  The quiet that followed was strangely awkward. The two men sat at opposite ends of the sofa, their emotional states as different as night and day.


  After a moment, Sang Yan looked at Duan Jiaxu. His lips were pressed in a thin line as he forced a straight face, repressing the dejection surging in his chest. “I thought she was taking a photo to rat us out to my parents.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s expression went neutral, and he hummed calmly.


  Thinking of what Sang Zhi had said, Sang Yan slowly exhaled, trying to keep his temper in check.


  It didn’t work. “I think I would’ve preferred that.” A few seconds later, he stood, unable to contain himself. “Well. Wait here.”


  Duan Jiaxu rose too, moving to restrain him. He dipped his chin to hide a laugh. “Bro, are you going to pick a fight with a kid over this?”


  Sang Yan arched an eyebrow.


  “You shouldn’t. She’s just not that mature yet.”


  Sang Yan stared at him, his face completely devoid of emotion.


  Duan Jiaxu patted his shoulder. “At this age…” He paused, suppressing a grin. “Kids have a lot of pride, you know? You understand, right?”


  A lot of pride, he said.


  Understand, he said. 


  Sang Yan’s eye twitched. “Understand, my ass.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi crouched behind her door and listened. She could hear the low murmur of voices, but they were too far away for her to make out the words. She replayed her excuse. It’d made perfect sense.


  After waiting a bit longer, she examined her spoils of war. The photo wasn’t very clear. From that angle, only Duan Jiaxu’s profile was visible. His features were chiseled yet soft, lips faintly curved. He looked like he was in a good mood.


  For an instant, Sang Zhi thought it was all worth it.


  She smiled, brushing her fingertip over the screen. She admired it for a while, then locked the phone, hugged it to her chest, and bounced on her toes. 


  That done, she put on her best indifferent look and checked the mirror. When she was sure it was flawless, Sang Zhi cleared her throat and tucked her phone under her pillow.


  Opening the door quietly, she peeked out. The coast was clear. She dashed into Sang Yan’s room and sat at the desk.


  She opened her Physics exercise book and found something to work on, though her attention stayed fixed on the living room.


  Before long, someone entered. She didn’t look up—she could tell it was Duan Jiaxu. She scratched her head and pretended to focus on her paper.


  He sat next to her, propping his cheek in his hand as he watched her. “Hey, kid. Show me your exam paper from last term’s final.”


  “Okay.” She pulled it from her Physics book and slid it toward him, then returned to her exercises. Soon, her pen stalled.


  “Gege,” she murmured hesitantly, “can you stop calling me that?”


  Duan Jiaxu looked up, confused. “Hmm?”


  She held his gaze.


  “What, ‘kid’?”


  Sang Zhi looked away and nodded.


  “You don’t like it when I call you kid?”


  “It’s not that…” she mumbled. “It’s just… I’m not even a little kid anymore.”


  “You’re not a little kid?” His eyes glinted with amusement. “You think you’re a big kid now?”


  Sang Zhi pouted but didn’t reply. 


  “It’s just a habit, you know.” It hadn’t struck him as a big deal.


  “You need to break the habit, then,” she insisted.


  “Okay. What should I call you instead?” His tone lilted teasingly. “Little Sang Zhi?”


  Sang Zhi’s lips twitched in displeasure. Why Little? Why did he have to emphasize how young she was?


  Well, whatever. She’d put up with it. It was better than the original. She nodded reluctantly.


  Now that she’d brought it up, Duan Jiaxu reflected on the first time they’d met. He patted her head. “I think you’ve grown a little taller.”


  “And I’ll keep growing,” Sang Zhi primly informed him.


  “Mm-hm.” His tone turned fanciful. “You’ll be taller than Gege one day. Then you can protect me.”


  Sang Zhi envisioned it.


  “…I don’t need to be that tall.”


  He laughed as he pored over her paper. “Don’t you listen in class, kid?”


  He’d just promised to not call her that. She pretended not to hear him.


  “Hey, did you hear me?” he called lazily.


  She was offended but not brave enough to keep ignoring him. She tried to defend herself. “I do listen, I just don’t understand.”


  “How did you get this question about change of state wrong?”


  “Oh. Um, I did it too fast. I meant to pick A.”


  “The answer is B,” he said with a wan smile.


  They made brief eye contact. Sang Zhi had too much pride to admit any fault, even when called out. “I just don’t understand, okay? I listen. I’m just too stupid to get it.”


  “I told you to listen properly in class. Did you forget?”


  “That was ages ago…”


  “So I should remind you every day?”


  Sang Zhi paused. “Y-you can.”


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t know if he was more annoyed or amused. “Take out your textbook.”


   


  ***


   


  The tutoring sessions were scheduled three times a week, two hours each.


  This one was meant to start at nine sharp and finish at eleven, but since Sang Zhi overslept, washed up, and ate breakfast, they didn’t begin until eleven—and even took a one-hour lunch break in the middle. Duan Jiaxu didn’t seem pressed for time, though. When the session should have ended, he continued to watch her work through more exercises. 


  After she finished, he checked them over and casually circled back to the events of the morning.


  “So, you don’t want a tutor?” 


  “I don’t want to study,” Sang Zhi said vaguely.


  “At your age? Heh. What else are you doing with your time?”


  She puffed her cheeks. “You don’t get it.”


  He pointed out a mistake and made her correct it. There was a brief silence as her pen scratched across the paper.


  “Fine,” he said at last. “I don’t get it. But whatever it is, you can do it outside of lessons. Don’t let it interfere with your studies.”


  “I know.”


  “Try to absorb this on your own later.” He closed the textbook. “That’s all for today.”


  Sang Zhi nodded.


  Now that they were done, Duan Jiaxu leaned back, closing his eyes. Then they flicked open, as if something had just occurred to him. “Hey, kid…”


  Just how ingrained was that habit? Would he ever stop?


  She was about to reprimand him when he continued: 


  “You think I’m handsome?”


  She immediately swallowed her words.


  He leaned in, laughing under his breath. “How did the photo turn out? Let me see.” 


  She was grateful she’d left her phone behind. She made a show of patting her pocket before replying. “My phone’s in my room.”


  “Go get it.”


  “No way.”


  “Don’t wanna take a few more?” he teased, turning his profile toward her. “I can pose however you like, Little Sang Zhi. Then you can choose the best one for your little friends, one you can be proud of.”


  “Uh, no thanks,” Sang Zhi said uncomfortably.


  “I see… That’s too bad.” He actually sounded rueful.


  She resisted the urge to roll her eyes.


  “Won’t you reconsider? Wouldn’t it be a waste to miss this chance, kid?”


  Irked by his teasing, she didn’t reply. She jumped up, gathered her things, and retreated to her room.


  After putting everything away, she stared at her pillow in silence.


  Perhaps he’d primed her psychologically somehow, because now—embarrassed and annoyed—she actually did feel a wave of regret…and the urge to take him up on his offer.


  She didn’t hear him leave. Judging by the noise, he and Sang Yan were gaming again, though they’d moved to Sang Yan’s room. She was frustrated, but even if Sang Yan weren’t there, she would’ve been too proud to ask for another picture.


  She opened the photo for another look.


  One was enough, actually. She wasn’t greedy.


  She wanted to go back to her brother’s room but had no excuse until she remembered that Li Ping always cut fruit for guests. Sang Zhi doubted Sang Yan had even considered it, but Duan Jiaxu shouldn’t be shortchanged. She shuffled out of her room, opened the fridge, and took out a watermelon.


  She set it on the counter, grabbed a fruit knife…and realized she didn’t know where to start. After scratching her head, she found a tray, placed the watermelon and knife on it, and—with great effort—carried it to Sang Yan’s room.


  Sang Yan and Duan Jiaxu looked up as Sang Zhi opened the door, entered, and set the tray down.


  “I got you guys some fruit,” she said, proud of her thoughtfulness.


  Sang Yan’s temple throbbed. “If you want to eat, just ask. I’d have cut it for you. You didn’t need to haul the whole thing here.”


  Duan Jiaxu collapsed back on the couch and lost it.


  Sang Zhi pouted. She didn’t appreciate her motives being questioned. “I didn’t want to eat it. I brought it here for you guys.”


  “A whole watermelon?”


  Her confidence faltered. “Well…I didn’t know how to cut it.”


  “Seriously? How long did I even get to play before having to serve you again?”


  As much as she resented the scolding, she didn’t dare to argue. Sang Yan stared at her, then picked up the tray and carried it to the kitchen.


  Duan Jiaxu beckoned and pointed at Sang Yan’s controller. “Come play with Gege.”


  She dragged her feet but eventually took Sang Yan’s seat. They were playing King of Fighters. Sang Zhi didn’t like it much, but she’d played it often enough with her brother to be decent at it. Today, though, she couldn’t really focus. She mashed buttons blindly instead of actually playing. Before long, her character was on the verge of getting KO’d.


  Duan Jiaxu paused. “Do you know how to play this game?”


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “But you don’t like it?”


  “Nope.”


  He set down his controller and pointed at the console. “Put in one you do like.”


  “Okay.” She rummaged through their games until she found a recent Super Mario game. “Let’s play this.”


  “Sure.”


  Before long, Sang Yan returned with a platter of watermelon slices. He checked his phone and saw a text. “I’m heading out for a bit. Be right back.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “None of your business, gremlin.” Sang Yan waved his phone. “Eat your watermelon.” He grabbed his wallet from his dresser drawer. At the door, he remembered Duan Jiaxu. “Hey man, do you wanna come with or stay here?”


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyes were fixed on the screen. “I’ll stay till later. I have to work tonight, so I’ll just go straight from here.”


  “Okay. I’ll probably be back before you leave.”


  After that, it was just Duan Jiaxu and Sang Zhi left in the room.


  It was Duan Jiaxu’s turn, so Sang Zhi was a little bored. “Gege, do you know where my brother’s going?”


  “Hmm? Maybe he wants to find someone before Valentine’s Day comes around,” he joked.


  Right—Valentine’s Day was on New Year’s Day this year. It was less than a week away.


  She peeked at Duan Jiaxu, thinking about his flirtatious personality. “What about you?” she asked with fake indifference.


  “Hmm?”


  Sang Zhi held her breath for a moment. “Gege, are you planning to date anyone?”


  “Me?” Duan Jiaxu’s eyes curved. “Depends.”


  Sang Zhi suddenly thought of what he’d said before—that he would go back to his hometown and find work there after graduation. Linking that to what he’d just said, she felt as if a large rock was pressing down on her chest. She was helpless to do anything about it.


  It was her turn. Sang Zhi played quietly, assuming the topic had passed, but in the silence, a selfish notion flashed through her mind.


  Given her age, she thought she could get away with a childish demand. He’d see it as a joke. It wasn’t something she could possibly say if she were a bit older. Only now.


  Sang Zhi’s heart beat like a drum as she licked her lips nervously and gathered her courage. Her eyes remained locked on the screen. “Gege, you shouldn’t date.”


  Duan Jiaxu stilled. He turned to look at her, as if doubting his ears. “What?”


  “Don’t date,” Sang Zhi said flatly, like it was obvious. “Just study. That’s better.”


  Duan Jiaxu watched her in silence until he broke it off with a short laugh. It was just too absurd.


  “Kid, be reasonable. Why don’t you ask your brother not to date?”


  She had no response to that. She didn’t dare look over. In her agitated state, her reactions slowed, and the red-capped little man on screen fell through the air. Game Over flashed; it was Duan Jiaxu’s turn. The loud, cheery background music echoed through the quiet room, an incongruent accompaniment to the strange atmosphere.


  From the corner of her eye, Sang Zhi saw Duan Jiaxu look away and play with the buttons on the controller. They clacked mechanically, a steady rhythm. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.


  She had a feeling she shouldn’t have brought it up. She really shouldn’t have.


  She speared a piece of watermelon and put it in her mouth, unable to think of what to say. Watermelons weren’t sweet in this season. They were juicy but flavorless—not very tasty. She chewed slowly. It was hard to swallow. 


  “I said the same thing to my brother,” she mumbled.


  Duan Jiaxu paused.


  “My friend’s brother got a girlfriend.” Sang Zhi set her fork on the platter, her tone unusually calm. “Then she was mean to my friend. So don’t get a girlfriend, Gege.”


  “Why was she mean to your friend?” He seemed thoughtful, his eyebrows drawn together.


  “I think she thought my friend’s brother was too nice to my friend, so she got jealous.”


  “I see.”


  “Yeah.” Sang Zhi racked her brains for more reasons. “If you get a girlfriend, you can’t be nice to me anymore.”


  “Kid, what’s got you thinking so far ahead?” His eyebrows unknit. “Maybe after a few years of not seeing each other, you’ll forget me completely.”


  Sang Zhi didn’t say dignify that with a response.


  Duan Jiaxu put his controller on the table. “I’ll find someone kind. Someone who’ll be nice to our Little Sang Zhi.” He smiled warmly, his tone easy. “That okay? So there will be one more person to be nice to you.”


  Sang Zhi stared at the watermelon on the table and nodded stiffly. “All right…” She swallowed hard, struggling to suppress the urge to cry. “But you’ll need to let me meet her first.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Yan really wasn’t out long at all. He was back in half an hour.


  Sang Zhi didn’t linger. She found an excuse to go back to her room.


  After she left, Sang Yan took off his jacket. “What time do you have to go to work?”


  “Soon,” said Duan Jiaxu. “Where’d you go?”


  “A friend was nearby.” Sang Yan lay in bed and stared at his phone, not looking at him. “He’d forgotten his wallet and was stuck at a restaurant without money, so he asked me to help.”


  Duan Jiaxu hummed and began to pack. “I’m heading off.”


  “Okay.”


  He stood, then paused as he remembered the conversation earlier. “Sang Yan, I have something to ask you.”


  “Shoot.”


  “Has your sister…” Duan Jiaxu trailed off thoughtfully.


  “What about my sister?” Sang Yan wasn’t a patient man. “Spit it out, dude.”


  “Has your sister ever said anything to you about not dating?”


  “Huh?” That was unexpected. “I guess? When I was in my first year of high school, my parents thought I was dating someone.” He rubbed his forehead as he reminisced. “Sang Zhi was seven or eight at the time, I think. Cried a bunch when she found out.”


  “And now?”


  “Now?” Sang Yan scoffed. “She doesn’t think I could possibly land a girlfriend.”


  Duan Jiaxu snorted.


  “Why this all of a sudden?” asked Sang Yan.


  “No reason.” Duan Jiaxu laughed. “Just asking.”


   


  ***


   


  Not long after returning to her room, Sang Zhi heard Duan Jiaxu leave. She stared at the ceiling, then violently drew the curtains shut and grabbed Duan Jiaxu’s stuffed toy. Just as quickly, she flung it aside. She flopped over on the bed, face down. Her heart felt empty. She didn’t even want to move.


  Sang Zhi thought she was having heart palpitations. She had a dark premonition. A sense of regret swept over her—she’d been too impulsive. She shouldn’t have been so open, thinking her youth would protect her.


  He’d noticed, right?


  Had he noticed?


  And what if he had? Would he think she was a weirdo for starting to think about such things, unable to understand why she would have those feelings? Would he berate her and change the way he behaved toward her? Or would he start keeping his distance, or stop being as nice to her as he’d been before?


  All of those were bad options.


  She sat up, snatched her phone from under her pillow, and found Duan Jiaxu’s number. She wanted to explain herself, but it seemed like explaining would only make things worse.


  As she watched the screen fade to black, her tear ducts started to ache. 


  She didn’t know what to do. All she knew was that she couldn’t let this secret out.


   


  ***


   


  The next evening, after a full day’s work, Duan Jiaxu got to his dorm at ten and fished his keys out to open the door. He was just about to grab some clothes to shower when he received a call from Sang Yan. Putting the phone to his ear, he walked to the balcony. “Hello?”


  “Duan Jiaxu,” said Sang Yan, “don’t come over tomorrow. Come the day after.”


  “…Why?”


  Sang Yan tutted after a brief pause. “Gremlin started dating. She said she wants to go see her boyfriend. My parents are giving her a talking-to right now.”


  “What?” Duan Jiaxu almost choked. He thought he’d misheard.


  “She’s dating.”


  Duan Jiaxu recalled the boy he’d seen before. “Someone from her school?”


  “No. I heard it was…um…someone she met online.” Sang Yan punctuated his explanation with a cough, like he found it embarrassing. “She said she wants to go to his city to meet him.”


  Duan Jiaxu raised an eyebrow. “Can’t have that.”


  “Yeah, you don’t say. How could we possibly let her go? That gremlin’s so immature. My parents have been at it for two hours,” said Sang Yan. “She probably won’t be in the mood to study tomorrow, so come the day after that.”


  “Okay.” Duan Jiaxu couldn’t help a light snort. “Don’t be too mean to her. It’s normal to have thoughts like that at her age. Try talking sense into her so she learns her limits.”


  Sang Yan sighed.


  “She’ll understand what she needs to understand,” said Duan Jiaxu.


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi thought her plan was brilliant, even if the price was getting lectured by her father, mother, and brother. In the middle of one of those lectures, she’d overheard Sang Yan’s phone call. It’d all been worth it.


  Exactly! She didn’t have a crush on Duan Jiaxu at all! In fact, she already had a boyfriend!


  Otherwise that narcissistic old man might suspect she liked him—if not now, then eventually. And he ever found out truth, the consequences would be dire.


  What could she do? Other than wait and like him quietly, there was nothing. Not yet. Not until he stopped seeing her as a little kid.


  Her tutoring session was pushed to nine a.m., Thursday morning. This time, Sang Zhi got up early and was sitting at Sang Yan’s desk at eight thirty.


  Sang Yan was a light sleeper, and her loud shuffling woke him. When he glanced at the clock and saw the time, he scowled, a vein twitching on his temple.


  “What are you doing?”


  Sang Zhi was searching for her pen. She didn’t reply.


  Sang Yan pointed at the door. “Get out before I lose it.”


  “Gege, I have to study.” She opened her exercise book. “You should go.”


  He glared.


  “What? Sleep in the living room,” she said.


  Sang Yan really couldn’t be bothered to deal with her. He rolled over and went back to sleep.


  She stayed quiet after that. Her eyes were on her textbook, but her mind was on the vestibule. She wondered what expression she should wear when Duan Jiaxu arrived.


  Maybe she didn’t need to consider it at all. She could just act normal.


  No, that wasn’t right either. As far as he knew, she’d just gone through a devastating breakup. Should she look heartbroken? Crushed? She mulled it over as she reread the material he’d taught her two days ago.


  Soon, the doorbell rang. Sang Zhi glanced at Sang Yan, but he didn’t look inclined to move. She hesitated, then ran out to buzz Duan Jiaxu in. After a few minutes, she could hear someone at their apartment door. She peered through the grille and opened the door quietly.


  At the sight of her, Duan Jiaxu looked a little surprised. “Up early today, Little Sang Zhi?”


  She nodded without answering and walked toward Sang Yan’s room.


  Duan Jiaxu took his shoes off and followed. “Had breakfast yet?”


  Sang Zhi nodded. “My mother cooked porridge.”


  They entered Sang Yan’s room. He blinked awake drowsily. He stared at them before sitting up and taking some deep, steadying breaths. Eventually, he yanked his blanket off and stalked out of the room without a word.


  “Your brother has a bad temper,” Duan Jiaxu remarked as he shut the door.


  “Mm-hmm.” Sang Zhi sat down.


  He took the seat beside her but didn’t start the lesson. He tapped a pen against the desk. “Hey kid, I heard you’ve started dating.”


  She’d known he would bring it up. She darted a glance at him, then pretended she hadn’t heard.


  “How did you meet him? Tell Gege.”


  Sang Zhi held her tongue.


  “Can I make a suggestion?”


  “Why are you so nosy?” she complained.


  “Can’t I worry about you?” His eyes skimmed her face, and he started to smirk. “You told Gege not to date, and then you started dating?”


  She looked away.


  “Your little online boyfriend asked you to meet up?”


  She didn’t really know how to handle a question about this character she’d invented. She simply nodded.


  “How old is he?”


  Duan Jiaxu’s age sprang to mind. If she said her boyfriend was the same age as him, maybe it’d be too obvious.


  “Um, about to graduate university,” she said, aiming for normal.


  Duan Jiaxu couldn’t believe his ears. He’d assumed this was just kids playing around, but university? “Oh? How old is he?”


  “…Twenty-something.”


  His smile began to fade. “Where did he ask you to meet up?”


  “Um.” Sang Zhi stalled. “Yihe.”


  “Your…old online boyfriend…” he corrected, voice tightening. “Does he know how old you are?” He enunciated every word.


  Sang Zhi nodded, unsure.


  Duan Jiaxu’s smile vanished completely. He chucked her pen aside and extended his palm. “Gimme.”


  Sang Zhi blinked. “Give you what?”


  “The phone number.”


  “You already have my phone number?”


  “Your old boyfriend’s phone number,” he said, stone-faced.


  Her eyes bulged. “No.”


  He huffed an angry laugh. “You’re protecting him?”


  Where was she supposed to find a phone number to give him?! Sang Zhi gritted her teeth. “I just can’t give you his number.”


  “Sang Zhi, I don’t want to get angry with you.” He was in utter disbelief, but he stayed calm as he tried to reason with her. “Listen. Your family would never want you to come to any harm. They’re telling you this is wrong because it really could be dangerous for you. Before you’re an adult—before you finish high school—you shouldn’t be dating. You can do what you like when you’re older. No one will stop you then.”


  She pursed her lips.


  “You hear me?”


  After a brief silence, she hummed in assent. “But, you know, I can’t resist temptation.”


  His brow furrowed. “What.”


  “If other people date in front of me, I’ll want to date, too.”


  What kind of logic is that? Duan Jiaxu was flabbergasted, but it was also a little funny. “So watching romantic dramas makes you want to date?” 


  “No…” Sang Zhi mumbled, “I’m talking about people close to me.”


  “How can you be so petty, kid?” Duan Jiaxu swept his gaze over her, up and down. “You can’t date, so no one can?”


  “Yeah!” Sang Zhi looked at him meaningfully. “That’s just provoking me on purpose.”


  “Fine, you’re always right.” He flipped open the textbook, ­expression loosening. “I won’t talk about the future anymore, but that old boyfriend of yours, asking you to go to Yihe…”


  She bit her lip.


  “Coincidentally, I live there. I’m going back after New Year’s.” His laugh was humorless, and his eyes narrowed. “If I find out you’re going there before you’re an adult…”


  “What…?” she whispered.


  “In that case, Little Sang Zhi…may not live to see her adult self.” He pinched her cheek.


  What?! 


  She was only in her second year of middle school. It would be four and a half years until she graduated high school. She’d planned to use “a trip with friends” as an excuse to visit Yihe one summer before then. Now it seemed she wouldn’t even be able to do that. 


  “Are you seriously threatening me?” she grumbled.


  “Threatening?” Duan Jiaxu cocked his head. “You could say that.” He pushed her exercise book in front of her and tapped it. “Didn’t you say it yourself? Just study. That’s better.”


   


  ***


   


  The whole situation didn’t end easily. Though Sang Zhi had respectfully confessed her online relationship and asked her parents’ permission to visit her “boyfriend” over winter break, her righteous attitude only incensed them further. This situation was hundreds—thousands—of times more alarming than fighting with classmates, not listening in class, or disrupting lessons. They were shocked.


  Even after she promised to cut contact with her fake boyfriend, Sang Rong made Sang Yan change the computer password and confiscated her phone. Sang Yan was ordered to watch her and make sure she didn’t leave the house for no apparent reason.


  Until New Year’s, Sang Zhi felt like she was living in solitary confinement. The only person she saw besides her family was Duan Jiaxu, who came on “prison visits” every other day.


  He never mentioned her online romance again. When it came to serious matters, he was focused; he didn’t bring up anything irrelevant. Only during breaks would he tease her.


  She stopped asking about his private life, afraid he’d sniff her out. All she knew was that he didn’t seem as busy as before. Sometimes he lingered after sessions, staying in Sang Yan’s room because he had nowhere else to be.


  Outside tutoring, she didn’t really interact with Duan Jiaxu or her brother. Li Ping occasionally sent her to bring fruit or snacks, and Sang Zhi used those opportunities to observe Duan Jiaxu’s expressions. Sometimes he was smoking, but he’d stub out his cigarette the moment she entered.


  “Cover your nose and go, Little Sang Zhi,” he’d say with a smile.


  Sometimes he was gaming or sleeping, but he always noticed the door opening. When he saw the platter of fruit she set on the desk, he’d tease her, smiling flirtatiously, even when he looked tired.


  “What’s with you, kid?” he’d say. “Blushing every time you see Gege.”


  He was impossible to pin down. Most of the time he was lackadaisical and frivolous, yet he could be sharply perceptive and considerate. He seemed so caring, but there was a distance he kept with everyone—one she couldn’t cross.


  At the most inappropriate age, she’d met a man she would have fallen for at any point in her life. In the spring of her youth, she’d discovered a treasure she wanted to hide from everyone else.


   


  ***


   


  The day before New Year’s Eve, Sang Zhi finished her last tutoring session of the winter break. Realizing she wouldn’t see Duan Jiaxu for a while, she slowed her packing and listened as he gave her advice.


  “Listen in class next term. If there’s anything you don’t get, ask your teacher or your brother. Or me,” he added as an afterthought. “You can snap a pic and send it to me. I’ll reply when I see it.”


  She nodded.


  “Do you have an exam when school reopens?”


  “Yeah.” 


  “Let me know how you do.” Duan Jiaxu patted her head. “Do well and give me a sense of achievement, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Good. Now go play.”


  She did as she was told. When she reached the door, she gathered all her courage and spun around. “Gege.”


  “Hm? What is it?”


  She hemmed and hawed before continuing. “Do you… Do you want to come over for dinner tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow?” Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows. “Nope, sorry.”


  Sang Zhi blinked at him, then made a low noise in her throat.


  “I’m staying at school just to get that two-hundred yuan red envelope they give on New Year’s Eve.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled lightly. “If I come here instead, wouldn’t it be a waste of my sacrifice, not going home for the winter break?”


  She was silent for a few seconds, trying to think of what to say. In the end, all she could do was nod and return to her own room.


  She dumped her bags out on her desk and opened her drawer to rifle around. She found her red envelopes from last year, but they were all empty by this point. It wasn’t the new year yet, so she didn’t have any more money.


  She looked at the money box on her bedside table. Its only opening was the slot on top; if she wanted to get the money, she would have to break the whole thing. But she couldn’t just give him an empty red envelope. That would be weird.


  She thought for ages before sticking a candy inside. On a strip of star origami paper, she wrote: Happy New Year, Jiaxu-ge. She folded it into a star and stuffed it into the envelope.


  Quietly, she opened her door. She could hear Sang Yan and Duan Jiaxu speaking in the living room. Attempting to be stealthy, she dashed on tiptoe into Sang Yan’s room.


  Duan Jiaxu’s backpack was on the desk. She unzipped it and snuck the red envelope in without even looking.


  It wasn’t exactly impressive, but at the very least, he would receive two red envelopes for staying in Nanwu this year.


   


  ***


   


  After dinner on New Year’s Eve, Sang Rong finally gave Sang Zhi her phone back. The family sat in the living room to watch the CCTV New Year’s Gala. Sang Zhi wasn’t too interested in it, so she browsed on her phone instead.


  Amid heaps of well-wishes, she found one from Duan Jiaxu.


  - Happy New Year! I hope Little Sang Zhi is happy every day and gets into the high school and university she wants. And thank you for the red envelope you gave Gege.


  Sang Zhi mulled over her reply. She wanted to ask him whether the school dinner was good, whether there were a lot of people around, whether he felt a little lonely…whether he wanted to come and celebrate the new year together.


  Sang Zhi exhaled and deleted the many things she’d typed.


  - Thank you, Gege. Have a good new year.


   


  ***


   


  The winter break ended a few days later.


  Sang Zhi took the exams at the start of term and came in third. In a shocking turn of events, she got a ninety in Physics. She took a photo of her grade and sent a message to Duan Jiaxu. 


  She received a reply the next day.


  - Very impressive, Little Sang Zhi! Gege will reward you in two days.


  Sang Zhi spent the next two days waiting with bated breath, but when the reward finally arrived, it came through Sang Yan instead of the man himself. There were three gifts: one for her hard work, one for New Year’s, and one early birthday present. 


  A box of colored pencils, a pack of candy, and a pink stuffed bunny.


  He really did think of her as his little sister.


  Sang Zhi didn’t see him for a very long time after that. In secret, she went to a photo studio and asked them to print a dozen pictures from her phone. She really only wanted the candid shot she’d taken of Duan Jiaxu over winter break; the rest were decoys. She was afraid of even strangers learning her true feelings.


  She kept his photo in her treasure box.


  Later, Sang Yan mentioned that Duan Jiaxu had finished the remaining modules for his third year ahead of time and gone back to Yihe in April. He’d found a job, apparently.


  Twelve hundred miles away. Sang Zhi had never traveled that far in her life.


  In May, her Chinese Language teacher assigned them an essay titled My Dream.


  Sang Zhi thought about it. Slowly, she scrawled two lines on a sheet of manuscript paper, tore it off, and hid it deep in her drawer.


  In the mess and darkness, her childish but steady handwriting declared:


  My dreams are


  To get into Yihe University


  Duan Jiaxu.


   


  ***


   


  Duan Jiaxu returned to campus a few times to handle paperwork and his final-year thesis, but each visit was brief. Sang Zhi saw him, but it was always rushed. Nothing about him had changed—still drawling, still unserious, still teasing her whenever the mood struck him. His attitude toward her was exactly the same.


  For the whole year, their interactions were pathetically few and far between.


  On major holidays, she received texts and small gifts from him. Sometimes, when he was free, he asked about her studies. It was enough to make her feel like she hadn’t been forgotten. 


  She wouldn’t spend any real time with him until the following June, when he came back for graduation. 


  Her parents brought her along. As soon as they arrived, she spotted Sang Yan in his graduation robes. Beside him stood Duan Jiaxu, whom she hadn’t seen properly in months. He shone in the sunlight, tall and straight-backed, listening to Chen Junwen with a faint smile. Apart from his slightly shorter hair, he looked exactly the same.


  A strange nervousness hit her. She clutched the bouquet meant for Sang Yan and followed her parents without saying a word.


  The campus was crowded with graduates and their friends and family who were there to watch the graduation ceremony. The noise was overwhelming; with hundreds of voices overlapping, Sang Zhi couldn’t hear what her parents were saying to Sang Yan. The heat made her head spin, but her focus never left Duan Jiaxu. Her heart pounded with quick, heavy thuds.


  From the corner of her eye, she saw him walk over. He greeted Sang Rong and Li Ping, asking after their health. They spoke for a while, but she couldn’t hear a thing.


  It wasn’t long before Duan Jiaxu turned to her, his eyebrows raised. “Little Sang Zhi.”


  Only then did she look up. “Gege.”


  “Heartless thing,” he laughed. “You haven’t seen me in so long, but you didn’t even come over to say hello.”


  She faltered. “I… I thought you forgot me.”


  “What? How could you say that?” He snorted. “Didn’t I give you a birthday present? And a Children’s Day present? Did those just fall out of the sky?”


  “…Didn’t my brother give me those?”


  “I asked him to pass them on to you.” He was about to continue when he noticed her height. “Did you grow taller again, Little Sang Zhi?”


  “Mm.”


  “So I shouldn’t give you a present next Children’s Day?”


  She frowned. “No, you have to.”


  “Okay, okay. Gege will get you something, if I have the money.” He paused. “Are you taking your high school entrance exams soon?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Can you get into First High?”


  “Probably.”


  A student approached to ask for a photo with Duan Jiaxu, so Sang Zhi stepped aside. It was quick. A moment later, Duan Jiaxu called her back.


  She hesitated. “What?”


  He pointed at the camera. “Take a photo with me?”


  She walked over silently and stopped three feet away.


  “Hmm, did I upset you?”


  “No?” Sang Zhi said, confused.


  “Then why are you standing so far away?” He beckoned. “Come closer. You make me look like your enemy.”


  She inched two steps closer, stiff and uncomfortable.


  After the photo, he asked the student who took it to send it to him later. Sang Zhi lingered beside him.


  “Are you never coming back to Nanwu, Gege?” she eventually asked.


  He chuckled. “Why? Will you miss me?”


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips, but she nodded.


  He froze, surprised that she would give such an honest answer. He studied her face, then bent down to meet her gaze. “I’ll come back to play with Little Sang Zhi when I have the time, okay?”


  “When will you have the time?”


  “I don’t know.” Duan Jiaxu pinched her cheek. “If I’m coming over, I’ll let you know.”


  She didn’t really believe him. It sounded like the kind of lie adults told to placate small children.


  But that was fine. Even if he didn’t visit, she could go to him. As long as she wanted to see him, they would definitely meet again.


  Or so she thought.


  At the time, Sang Zhi never imagined that their next meeting would be the last before she reached adulthood.


   


  ***


   


  The graduation ceremony was in the gym, but since it wasn’t time yet, most people were outside taking photos. Duan Jiaxu was a popular guy with a friendly demeanor, so plenty of people grabbed him for pictures. He barely had a moment for Sang Zhi.


  She didn’t want to get in the way. She turned to look for her parents, but the crowd was too dense. She couldn’t see them anywhere.


  Afraid she would get lost or crushed, Duan Jiaxu dragged her along and made her stay with him. He didn’t mind her being in his photos.


  Sang Zhi felt like his tail—a tail with eyes, since she couldn’t stop peeking at him all the time. He was in a plain black graduation gown. The large, loose robe made him look even taller and leaner than usual, giving him an aristocratic aloofness. With his pale skin, sharp features, and flirtatious smile, he was impossible to look away from. She could tell a lot of girls were staring.


  He wasn’t wearing his graduation cap, perhaps out of discomfort—instead, he held it casually in one hand. When he noticed how harsh the sun was, he set the cap on Sang Zhi’s head. It was too big and kept sliding down, blocking her vision.


  Duan Jiaxu noticed out of the corner of his eye and adjusted it for her. “What are you doing?” He laughed. “Hold it up yourself. Do you need me to keep doing it for you?”


  “Um.” Sang Zhi adjusted the cap, but it still fell. She gave up and handed it back. “Gege, I’m not wearing it anymore.”


  “Hmm?” He looked down at her. “But isn’t it too sunny?”


  “Yeah, but the dumb thing keeps slipping,” she groused.


  “Come stand in front of me.”


  “Why?” Sang Zhi asked, even as she did what she was told.


  He put the cap back on her head and held it in place. “I’ll keep it steady. We can’t have Little Sang Zhi getting sunburnt.”


  They stood, one adult and one child in front of him, amid the diverse, gown-clad crowd. Duan Jiaxu held Sang Zhi’s bouquet, and she wore his graduation cap. When people came to ask for photos, he would smile and say, “This is my sister.”


  And so Sang Zhi appeared in most of Duan Jiaxu’s graduation photos as his “sister.” She didn’t know where those photos would end up; she couldn’t bring herself to ask for them.


  She was just glad she’d worn a nice dress.


   


  ***


   


  After the graduation ceremony, Sang Zhi went home with her parents, while Sang Yan and Duan Jiaxu went out with friends. At midnight, Sang Yan arrived back at the apartment with Duan Jiaxu in tow.


  Strictly speaking, it was Duan Jiaxu bringing Sang Yan home.


  The noise woke Sang Zhi. She padded out, confused, and found Sang Yan slumped on the couch in the living room, clearly drunk. Sang Rong was lecturing him between snippets of conversation with Duan Jiaxu. Li Ping was in the kitchen making hangover soup.


  Sang Rong noticed her. “Zhizhi? Did we wake you?”


  She rubbed her eyes and shook her head.


  “Look at your brother! Just how much did he drink?” Sang Rong sighed. “By the way, Zhizhi, your brother’s friend is sleeping over tonight. Get him a fresh towel and toothbrush.”


  “I don’t want to impose,” Duan Jiaxu said quickly.


  “Not at all.” Sang Rong patted him on the shoulder. “Go wash up. I’m sure you’re tired from today. No need to find a hotel this late.”


  Sang Zhi trotted over. “Gege, come with me. I’ll get you your things.”


  He nodded. “Thank you for the trouble.”


  She brought him to Sang Yan’s room and grabbed a set of pajamas, then paused.


  “Gege, I don’t know where he keeps his underwear. Should I ask my mother?”


  “…Just get me a towel and a toothbrush.”


  “If you say so.” She led him to the bathroom and pointed at the cabinet. “There are fresh ones here. Help yourself.”


  “Thanks.”


  As she turned to leave, she paused. “Gege, did you drink?”


  “No.”


  “Really?” Sang Zhi studied him. “If you did, I can ask my mother to make you soup too.”


  “Really.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled. “I don’t drink.”


  She took a step toward the door—then swung around and pointed at each of the toiletries on the shelf. “Gege, this is the shampoo, the conditioner, the shower gel, and the facial cleanser. There’s a razor here too. You can use all of them.”


  He ruffled her hair, eyes half lidded, lips curved. “Okay, got it. Thank you, Little Sang Zhi.”


  Sang Zhi nodded and finally left the bathroom.


  Only Sang Yan was still in the living room. Sang Rong was in the kitchen now, helping Li Ping.


  Thinking of earlier, Sang Zhi hurried over and crouched to nudge Sang Yan’s arm. “Gege.”


  He dragged his heavy lids open. “What?”


  “Go get a fresh pair of underwear for Jiaxu-ge. He’s showering. Hurry up!”


  “They’re in the small compartment in my closet. You get them.”


  “You expect me to get them?” Her expression grew uneasy.


  He shut his eyes and ignored her.


  Seeing his misery, she didn’t ask again. She spotted the empty glass on the table and filled it with warm water.


  “Gege, here. Drink.”


  He didn’t reply.


  “Well, remember to hydrate.” She shook her head and stood. “Why did you get so drunk…?” she muttered as she ran to his room. She opened the little compartment and tore into a new pack of underwear. Scratching her cheek, she went back to the bathroom door and knocked.


  The sound of water cut off. “Did someone knock?”


  “Gege, I… I hung them on the door. Get them yourself!” she said, then fled to her room.


  She didn’t come out again. She could hear quiet movement outside for over an hour. Amid the soft rustling, she drifted back to sleep.


  It was thirst that woke her later. The sky was still dark. Everything was pitch-black and quiet. She crawled out of bed and headed to the living room for some water. She moved lightly, afraid of waking her parents.


  As she headed back from getting her drink, she noticed someone on the balcony. She stopped in her tracks. 


  It was Duan Jiaxu.


  He was sitting in a chair, smoking behind the closed sliding doors. He hadn’t noticed her. When he lifted his head, she saw his throat move and the smoke undulate in the moonlight. 


  She couldn’t see his expression, but she sensed he was in a bad mood. After a moment’s hesitation, she walked to the door. He caught her in his peripheral vision and turned.


  “Why are you up?” he asked with a smile and an arched eyebrow. She could barely hear him through the glass. She slid the door open.


  “Can’t sleep, Gege?” she whispered.


  He stubbed out his cigarette. “Mm-hmm. Can’t sleep in a strange bed.”


  “Just lie down for a while. Or try my brother’s couch. You used to nap there a lot.”


  “Okay.” His voice was gentle. “Go sleep. It’s late.”


  She didn’t move. “Are you in a bad mood, Gege?”


  “Mm. A little.”


  She fell into a thoughtful silence but decided not to ask. “I’ll pour you a glass of water.”


  She’d barely taken two steps when he spoke again. Perhaps the night had left him loose-lipped and longing to confide in someone. “Little Sang Zhi, I’ll tell you a secret.” He looked up at her, his peach-blossom eyes curving into crescents. “I have so many creditors.”


  Sang Zhi paused and turned back. “You owe a lot of money?”


  “Ha, not money… Well, maybe money.”


  “A lot?” Sang Zhi didn’t know what to say, but she tried to reassure him. “Don’t worry, Gege. When I grow up, I’ll work hard so I can help you pay it back.”


  Duan Jiaxu stiffened, startled. Then he let out a few quiet huffs of laughter, and Sang Zhi could tell his mood had lifted.


  He watched her for a little while before he pinched her cheek gently. “Thank you, Little Sang Zhi. But these aren’t Gege’s debts, so you don’t need to help. Save the money you earn for pretty dresses.”


   


  ***


   


  The next day, Duan Jiaxu took the earliest flight back to Yihe.


  Sang Zhi assumed that would be his last time in Nanwu. He had graduated—stepped into adult society—and had no real reason to return.


  Everyone’s lives continued chugging along. Sang Zhi’s high school entrance exam results came out in early July: She’d made it into First High. Before school started, she received a new school bag from Duan Jiaxu as a reward.


  He was far away now, but sometimes he made her feel like he was still everywhere.


  When school began, Sang Zhi discovered that Fu Zhengchu had also gotten into First High. They were classmates again. They hadn’t spoken in a long time, and the memory of his confession made her too embarrassed to approach him. When he came over to say hi, cheerful and unbothered, she breathed a sigh of relief.


  During winter break, Fu Zhengchu asked her to come out for a study session, then confessed again. He was less timid this time, but he was still nervous.


  “Sang Zhi, I like you. I’ll be happy if you agree to be my girlfriend now, but if not, I’ll ask you again in three years.”


  Sang Zhi spaced out for a second. Her first thought was of how Duan Jiaxu had appeared out of nowhere last time Fu Zhengchu confessed. She remembered his advice: “It’s normal to have these ideas when you’re hitting puberty. Don’t hurt people’s feelings. You can just thank them for liking you, then say no.”


  After a long silence, she met Fu Zhengchu’s eyes. “Thank you for liking me, but I already like someone else, so I can’t accept. You’re a very good person. I appreciate it.”


  Fu Zhengchu ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “Knew I’d get rejected again.”


  Sang Zhi shifted awkwardly.


  “I didn’t mean to keep liking you, but I just can’t find a girl prettier than you, so what the hell was I supposed to do?” He paused. “Whatever. Can I ask who it is?”


  She shook her head.


  “Is he better looking than me?”


  Remembering Duan Jiaxu’s warning about not hurting people, she waved her hand. 


  “Don’t ask.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi thought this was the way it would be: a secret crush she harbored in silence. She would work hard, get into Yihe University, and three year later she and Duan Jiaxu would finally live in the same city.


  But life is full of variables, and not everything goes according to plan.


  The next term, during the Tomb-Sweeping Day break, she overheard Sang Yan on the phone as she passed his room.


  “Huh? Duan Jiaxu has a girlfriend?”


  Her mind went blank. She paused to listen, but he didn’t mention Duan Jiaxu again.


  She stood there for a very long time.


  Instead of returning to her room, she went to the living room and pretended to watch TV.


  “Gege, is Jiaxu-ge dating now?” she asked casually when Sang Yan came out of his room.


  “Huh?” Sang Yan got an apple from the fridge. “Uh, seems like it.”


  “Oh.” She stared at the TV until he left, then switched it off and went back to her room. She picked up her phone, opened her WeChat, and found Duan Jiaxu.


  With agonizing slowness, she typed: Gege, my brother says you’re dating?


  She stared at the words.


  Eventually, she deleted them. Lying on her bed, she looked at the toys Duan Jiaxu had given her. The tip of her nose ached.


  No way, right?


  It couldn’t be true.


  Sang Zhi looked at the photo of Yihe University on her wall, rubbed her eyes, and did her best to push the news to the back of her mind. She decided to study.


  After all, he had promised: If he ever got a girlfriend, she would meet the girl first. He would have told her.


  But she couldn’t focus in class for days. Sang Yan’s words echoed in her mind. Whenever she saw couples being close, she thought of Duan Jiaxu, wondering if that was how he looked on dates. He was such a gentle person. He would definitely be very sweet to his girlfriend.


  She didn’t dare ask for any more information. She was afraid the rumor would become real.


  Time only made it worse. 


  At the end of April, Sang Zhi did the most reckless thing she’d ever done in her sixteen years.


  She got home from school, broke open the money box she’d been saving for Duan Jiaxu, took the cash, and stole her ID from her parents’ room. Then she went to a nearby travel agency and bought a flight with a noon arrival to Yihe for the next day. The morning after, she grabbed her school bag and said goodbye as usual. But instead of heading to the bus stop, she went to KFC, changed out of her school uniform, and hailed a cab to Nanwu Airport.


  It was her first time flying alone, and her first time going somewhere so far away on her own.


  Three hours later, she landed.


  She hadn’t checked the weather before she left. As she disembarked, she realized Yihe was nowhere near as warm as Nanwu. She shivered in her long sweatshirt. When she turned on her phone, dozens of missed calls lit up her phone—all from her family.


  Guilt and terror twisted in her stomach. She found her brother’s number and called, her heart in her throat.


  He picked up instantly.


  “Sang Zhi?” His voice was panicked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Where did you go? Your teacher said you’re not in school, and it’s so late!”


  “Gege,” she said slowly, “I’m in Yihe.”


  Sang Yan lapsed into a shocked silence.


  “My ex-boyfriend asked me to come. The one I met online,” she lied.


  She could almost hear Sang Yan’s quiet fury on the other end.


  “Where in Yihe are you?” he asked after a long silence, enunciating each word.


  “The airport.”


  “Find a place to wait. I’ll ask Duan Jiaxu to meet you.” His voice dropped to ice. “If you go looking for that ‘boyfriend’ of yours, I’ll kill you when you get back.”


  “Got it.”


  She lowered her eyes and walked into the airport. She found a seat and sat there, dazed. She’d known it was wrong. She’d known it would make everyone worry about her.


  She just couldn’t stop herself.


  She received calls from Sang Rong and Li Ping one after another. Their voices were frantic and fuming, but they didn’t scold her. They just told her to stay safe.


  She didn’t know how long she waited before her phone rang again. This time, it was Duan Jiaxu. She picked up.


  “Where are you?”


  He was clearly angry as well.


  She looked around. “I’m sitting at the T3 exit.”


  Duan Jiaxu soon appeared in her line of sight.


  It’d been almost a year since they last saw each other. He looked more mature now. His expression was unreadable. He wore a suit, jacket draped over his arm, as if he’d rushed straight from work.


  Beside him stood a very beautiful woman. Sang Zhi lowered her eyes.


  Duan Jiaxu scanned the area and found her in a heartbeat. He exhaled and marched over. Without a word, he crouched down and wrapped his jacket around her shoulders.


  Sang Zhi couldn’t speak. Out of the corner of her eye, she studied the woman’s scarlet heels. They were impossible to ignore.


  “Your online boyfriend?” Duan Jiaxu’s throat worked, then he scoffed, voice sharp. “Did you forget what I told you? You’re all grown up now, huh, Sang Zhi? Traveling this far on your own?”


  Sang Zhi looked up and stared straight at Duan Jiaxu. She turned to the beautiful woman. She wanted to speak, but nothing came out.


  She wanted to ask: Do you really have a girlfriend? Do you belong to someone else? Didn’t you say you’d tell me first? Did you think it was fine to lie since I was so young?


  Did you lie?


  But in that moment, she didn’t dare ask.


  “Talk,” Duan Jiaxu commanded.


  The woman winced. “Jiaxu, don’t be so fierce to a little girl.”


  Duan Jiaxu ignored her, glaring at Sang Zhi.


  She swallowed the tightness in her throat. “Sorry.”


  “He asked you to visit?”


  “I wanted to come here myself.”


  “You’ve seen him?”


  “Yeah,” she whispered. “He doesn’t like that I’m too young.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s frown subsided. “He left after seeing you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sang Zhi, that was the right thing for him to do. You are too young.” Her pitiful expression softened his rage. “It’s not right. You understand?”


  Her eyes welled with tears. “But I’ll grow up. I’ll grow up…” 


  “So wait until you do, okay?”


  “But he…” Her tears spilled, though she tried not to sob. “He’ll like someone else.”


  That was something she couldn’t prevent, no matter what she did.


  Sang Zhi thought of him smoking on their balcony last year. He’d looked so lonely, so hopeless.


  Now he had someone by his side.


  Maybe she was being too selfish. Someone as good as him deserved companionship. Why should he wait for her? In two years, he would be twenty-five. If he met the right person, he might even think about marriage. He couldn’t stay alone forever.


  Maybe that would make him happier.


  Duan Jiaxu sighed and patted her head. “When our Little Sang Zhi grows up, she’ll definitely meet someone better.”


  There was a long silence, then Sang Zhi reached into her bag and pulled out a small box. Her lips trembled. She was older now; she couldn’t call him something as intimate as “Gege.” She hung her head.


  “Jiaxu-ge… I got you a birthday present. I brought it with me.”


  Duan Jiaxu froze. “Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry for being a burden. I won’t do it again.” Sang Zhi’s tears coursed down her cheeks. She tried to keep her voice steady. “I’ll wait here until my brother comes. I promise.”


  A secret crush was the sweetest thing—and the most torturous.


  She thought of the two dreams she’d written in middle school. As a child, with painstaking strokes, with her emotions at their purest and most passionate, she’d written the two dreams she believed would come true someday. She’d worked hard, pursuing her goals relentlessly.


  Now she understood that some dreams would never become real.


  At the age of first loves, she had found a treasure.


  It was a pity she couldn’t be its keeper.


  Chapter 6:
I Hope You’ll Be Happy Every Day


   


  THE AIRPORT WAS SPACIOUS and brightly lit. People streamed past, their noise drowning out Sang Zhi’s quiet sobs. She felt pathetic. She wanted to crawl into a hole, or at least stop crying and pretend everything was fine.


  Whatever the solution was, it wasn’t this. Shame burned through her. 


  The woman beside Duan Jiaxu was gorgeous and spoke so kindly. One look told Sang Zhi she was accomplished, capable, someone who could help Duan Jiaxu in ways Sang Zhi never could. Sang Zhi was a burden—rebellious, stubborn, always causing trouble. She had never been anything useful in his life. He even had to take care of her when he was already busy.


  Seeing her struggle not to cry, Duan Jiaxu suddenly remembered the first time they met. Back then, she would burst into tears without hesitation; everything she did was unrestrained. Her biggest worry had been bringing a family member to meet her teacher.


  Was she really grown now? Maybe he had gone too far.


  His lips pressed together. He didn’t have any tissues, so he lifted the sleeve of the jacket he’d draped over her and wiped her tears with that. “Don’t cry. I don’t think you’re a burden.”


  She glared at him through wet lashes.


  “It’s cold here. Put the jacket on.”


  Sniffling, Sang Zhi obeyed.


  “It’s fine as long as you understand what you did wrong,” he said. “No one’s that mad at you. We’re just worried something bad will happen to you, you know?”


  Sang Zhi lowered her head. “I know…”


  “Come on. Get up and wash your face.” Duan Jiaxu checked his phone and turned aside to cough—he seemed unwell. “I’ll take you out for lunch after.”


  “Not hungry.” She gave her head a barely perceptible shake.


  “Not hungry?” He stood. “What, are you going on hunger strike for this guy? Look, kid…” He glanced around and pointed. “The bathrooms are there. See them?”


  She paused, then nodded.


  “Go wash your face. And give me your ID. I’ll check return flights and come find you. Don’t run off.”


  “I’ll go with her,” the woman offered as Sang Zhi took out her ID.


  “No need,” said Duan Jiaxu after a beat.


  Sang Zhi left without a word. When she’d put some distance between them, she peeked over her shoulder.


  The two of them were still standing there. The woman wore a fitted black dress that emphasized her perfect figure. There was a vintage design embroidered on the skirt, the hem brushing her calves. She was tall—about five foot seven, only half a head shorter than Duan Jiaxu in heels. She smiled as she spoke, patting his arm.


  Sang Zhi saw him smile back. Her lips tightened. She withdrew her gaze.


  In the bathroom, she stared at her reflection: flushed skin, swollen eyes, red nose, tear-streaked cheeks. She splashed cold water on her face again and again. The shock made her eyes water even more. She couldn’t stop crying.


  “Are you all right, little girl?” asked an old lady who’d approached.


  “I’m fine.” She grabbed a tissue. “The water’s just too cold.” As her tears kept falling, she clung to the excuse. “Why’s the water so cold…?”


  “Stop washing your face, then,” said the old lady, unfazed by this strange reason. She handed over a hand warmer and sighed. “It’s been chilly these past few days. You should wear more layers.”


  “No thanks, ma’am,” Sang Zhi sniffled.


  After a few more words of comfort, the old lady left. Sang Zhi pulled herself together. She noticed the suit jacket on her shoulders, removed it, and held it in her arms before walking out.


  Duan Jiaxu was waiting alone. The woman was gone.


  At the sight of his jacket in her arms, he frowned. “Why’d you take it off?”


  “I didn’t want to get it dirty while washing my face,” she lied, her voice stuffy. “I’m not cold. You wear it.”


  He stared at her for a moment, then sighed softly. “Was I too fierce earlier?”


  “No…”


  “Well then, do you kids all have terrible memories?” He draped the jacket back over her shoulders. “It’s only been a year. Why are you acting like you don’t even know me? You’re hurting my feelings.”


  Sang Zhi didn’t know how to respond, so she changed the topic. “Were there tickets?”


  “Yeah, I bought you one for the two o’clock flight. I got your boarding pass.” He handed her that and her ID. “Let’s get lunch. I’ll walk you to security after.” 


  “Okay… Um, how much was it?”


  “Not much.” He loosened his tie. “What do you want to eat?”


  “Anything’s fine.”


  He walked her to the airport McDonald’s. They both ordered, but neither of them had much of an appetite. He didn’t mention the woman or say where she went, and Sang Zhi didn’t dare to ask. She was worried that if she heard the word “girlfriend” from his lips, she wouldn’t be able to hide her reaction.


  Maybe because he could see she was upset, he kept teasing her from time to time. But his voice was hoarse, and he coughed now and then. 


  “Are you sick?” she asked.


  “Yup, I have a bit of a cold.”


  She was quiet for a moment. “Don’t forget your medication.”


  “Thanks, Little Sang Zhi.” He smiled and fiddled with the box she’d given him. “Can I open it?”


  Sang Zhi nodded as she munched on a french fry.


  It was a tie—dark red with black and white stripes.


  He didn’t touch it. He studied it in silence, then closed the box and smiled, eyes curving. He looked genuinely happy. “Thank you, Little Sang Zhi. I’m glad for your present, even if it does mean I’m getting a year older.”


  “Mm.” She wiped her hands and took all of the cash from her bag, tucking it into his jacket pocket before he noticed. They sat for a little longer, until it was closer to her boarding time. Then he walked her to security.


  “When you get home, listen to your parents and study properly. Don’t mope over this guy anymore.”


  “Got it.” Sang Zhi took off his jacket and handed it back. She gathered her courage. “Jiaxu-ge, you don’t have to tell me anymore.”


  If you’re dating someone, you don’t have to let me know.


  He blinked. “Huh?”


  Sang Zhi didn’t explain. She forced a smile and walked backward to the entrance, waving.


  “I hope you’ll be happy every day.”


   


  ***


   


  The window seats must have been sold out. Sang Zhi was on the aisle. She didn’t cry, to her own surprise. After boarding, she asked the cabin crew for a blanket, covered her head, and went to sleep. 


  She dreamed. 


  In her dream, she met Duan Jiaxu not at thirteen but at eighteen. They were still seven years apart, but those seven years were no longer a river too wide to cross. She dreamed that her dream came true—that a hidden love could be more than a solitary ache.


  When she got off the plane, she unlocked her phone and called her brother. 


  “Come to the T2 exit. I’m waiting there.” His fury had abated after a few hours; he sounded calm.


  “Will do.” She followed the crowd out. Only when she saw him did she bow her head and hang up.


  Sang Yan walked up to her, scanned her face, and swallowed what he’d been about to say. He took her by the wrist. “Never mind. I’m not going to scold you. Let’s go home.”


  Sang Zhi said nothing.


  “Mom asked your teacher for the day off,” he said, still displeased. “Whatever Mom and Dad say when we get back, I’m not backing you up, because I want to yell at you too. You really—”


  Her soft sniff cut him off.


  Sang Yan turned to look at Sang Zhi’s bowed head. He couldn’t see her face, but he stopped and sighed. Then he opened his arms. “Hey, gremlin, don’t cry. Heartbreak isn’t that big a deal. Come here. I’ll give you a hug.”


   


  ***


   


  The apartment was empty when they arrived—Sang Rong and Li Ping were still at work. Her whole trip felt unreal, as if she’d simply gone to school and come home again. It was no different than usual.


  In her room, she quietly gathered the toys on her bed, the presents from Duan Jiaxu over the years, and the milk bottle on the windowsill. Staring at the now-empty bedside table, she thought of the money box she’d shattered.


  She tore the picture of Yihe University off the wall. She stared at it until her tears fell, splashing onto it drop by drop. Again and again, she saw Duan Jiaxu smiling at that woman.


  Her whole body trembled as she wiped her tears with her palm. She refused to sob. She lifted her head and put the picture back up. Then she reached into her drawer and found the two dreams she’d written years ago.


  With a pen, Sang Zhi quickly struck the second one out.


  If a dream couldn’t come true, she had to be willing to let it go.


  The man she’d liked since thirteen… The hidden love she’d harbored…


  She’d wanted to grow up faster so she could be with him. But now she realized that even when she grew up, he would already belong to someone else.


  And maybe, even when she grew up, she would always be that child crying over unfinished homework in his eyes. 


  She began reducing her contact with him. He still sent her gifts on holidays and asked her about her grades after every exam or minor test. She responded in text but never picked up his calls. When he asked, she said she was too busy with school.


  It was only on special occasions like his birthday that Sang Zhi sent him well-wishes of her own accord. He had always cared for her and treated her like a sister. She couldn’t pretend he didn’t exist. She couldn’t cut him off completely.


  But she stopped asking about him. She muted him on her WeChat Moments feed. She focused entirely on her studies. When it came time to choose streams in her second year of high school, she chose STEM. She applied to stay in the school dorms and often left her phone at home altogether.


  Her grades went from somewhere in the upper half of the grade to the very top.


  Her features bloomed as well—her jawline sharpened, accentuating her large, bright eyes. Her fair skin and red lips stood out on her pretty face. When she smiled, adorable dimples appeared on both sides. She grew to five foot five.


  People began to notice her beauty. Some called her the prettiest girl in her grade. The advanced Physics teacher often mentioned her during lessons with other classes, which added to her fame. Soon, everyone knew about the stunning top student in the advanced Physics class who never fell out of the top five. She almost always scored a perfect grade in Physics. 


  Good-looking and good grades.


  The combination of the two made her the idol of many students’ high school years.


  She often found milk or snacks on her desk from people she didn’t know and love letters stashed in her desk. After evening study, people would stop her on the stairs to her dorm room to confess. She always rejected them and returned the gifts. Eventually, the confessions dwindled.


  In her final year, a student athlete from the class next door started to pursue her. Every day after training, he brought her snacks and waited after evening study to walk her back to her dorm. 


  She didn’t want to encourage him, but the cadence of his voice reminded her a little of Duan Jiaxu, so she didn’t reject him immediately.


  Two weeks later, he confessed his feelings for her.


  His voice was similar, but his nervous stuttering was nothing like Duan Jiaxu. It jolted her into remembering Duan Jiaxu’s advice. She turned the boy down responsibly.


  She was unyielding when it came to feelings. Once she liked someone, it was hard to like anyone else. And no matter what, she respected her own emotions and the emotions of others. She couldn’t just choose someone similar as a stand-in. It wouldn’t be the same.


  Thanks to this, thinking of Duan Jiaxu no longer hurt the way it once had. Of all their memories together, only that last meeting was in grayscale, cold and dark.


  The rest of their time together was dappled with color and warmth, beautiful and full of life.


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi’s university entrance exam results came out at the end of June the next year. She had performed as well as always, exceeding the admission requirement for key universities by over a hundred points.


  She could enroll in either of the universities she was considering. Her family hoped she would choose Nanwu University so she wouldn’t be too far from home.


  After thinking it over for a long time, she chose Yihe University.


  It wasn’t for the same reason as before. She simply wanted to study digital media arts, and Yihe had the stronger program.


  On enrollment day, she brought only a backpack and a suitcase. Sang Rong had asked Sang Yan to accompany her, but Sang Zhi insisted she could go alone. It took ages for them to relent. Sang Yan suggested asking Duan Jiaxu to pick her up, but Sang Zhi refused.


  It’d been too long, she said. She didn’t want to be a burden.


  She got off the plane, exited the airport, and got on the Yihe University welcome coach. Under the guidance of student helpers, she registered, received her dorm number, and bought her daily necessities. She met her roommates and began to make friends.


  She completed the standard military training course required for all new university students. Classes began. So did her social life. Her future looked exactly as she’d imagined it.


  Almost exactly. 


  Everything except the main reason she had once wanted to go to Yihe.


  Somehow, along the way, that reason had lost its weight.


   


  ***


   


  One of Sang Zhi’s roommates had a birthday in mid-October. The group took the subway for two stops, then headed to a seafood restaurant for dinner. When dinner ended, the night was still young, so they went to a nearby karaoke lounge. It was Friday night; there was no curfew.


  They drank more than they sang. Even Sang Zhi, who flushed easily, ended up having several drinks despite trying to abstain. The room grew warm and stuffy with so many people crowded inside. Overwhelmed by the heat and noise, she excused herself to the bathroom and left to get some air.


  A side door in the lounge opened to a corridor next to a supermarket and a KFC. The temperature was cooler here. For Sang Zhi, it was just right.


  The corridor light was malfunctioning. It flickered.


  Everything was dim.


  She leaned on the railing and reached into her pocket for her phone. To her surprise, her fingers brushed another rectangular object. She pulled it out, but her grip slipped, and the box fell to the ground, skittering a distance away from her.


  It was a pack of ladies’ cigarettes.


  A man was standing near where it had fallen. He was tall and lean, dressed in a simple white button-up. From this angle, she could only make out his hazy silhouette in profile. He leaned against the wall, the cigarette between his fingers glowing red.


  He seemed somewhat familiar—too familiar—but she didn’t dare venture a thought beyond that.


  Her roommate must’ve tucked the pack of cigarettes in her pocket. She pursed her lips and bowed her head slightly as she moved to pick it up.


  Then the man moved. He blinked and slowly bent down, getting the box for her.


  The lamp above them stopped flickering. 


  His features came into focus: peach-blossom eyes, a wickedly handsome face, that ever-flirtatious smile.


  He looked at the pack of cigarettes, then at her. Time slowed like an old film as his gaze met hers.


  “Little Sang Zhi?” he drawled, eyebrows raised.


  Just like every time before.


   


  ***


   


  October was still a warm month. Though nighttime was a little cooler, a humid warmth lurked beneath it.


  When Duan Jiaxu realized it really was Sang Zhi, his eyelids lowered slightly. He stubbed out his cigarette and was about to toss it when he processed what he’d picked up.


  Duan Jiaxu stilled, then lifted the pack. “Who taught you to smoke?”


  In the two years since they’d last met, she had grown much taller. Back then, she’d barely reached his shoulder; now she was closer to his chin. Her features were mostly unchanged, though they’d matured into a young woman’s. She wore a pink halter top that showed her collar bones and a sliver of her narrow waist. Her light-blue denim shorts emphasized her straight, slender legs. Her naturally lighter hair was pulled into a pretty bun on the top of her head.


  It was true what they said about how much girls changed when they blossomed.


  Sang Zhi didn’t react at first. She stared at Duan Jiaxu like she couldn’t quite register what she was seeing. After a beat, she pulled her hand back.


  “Those aren’t mine,” she mumbled.


  “Gege saw it fall out of your pocket with his own two eyes,” he said lazily. “Picking up bad habits, are we, Little Sang Zhi?”


  Hearing those words felt like an echo from a past life. She didn’t explain, only pointed at his cigarette. “You’re smoking too.”


  “When have I ever smoked in front of a kid like you?” He tossed the butt in the trash and put the pack into his pocket. “I’m confiscating this.”


  She hadn’t expected that. “Those really aren’t mine,” she said, alarmed. “They’re my roommate’s.”


  “Oh?” He looked at her and something dawned on him. “Let’s put that aside for now, kid—did you forget how to greet me after all this time?”


  She paused, lips tightening. “Jiaxu-ge,” she said stiffly.


  “You came here for a night out?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “When did your military training end?”


  It felt like her parents questioning her after she’d come home too late. She ran a hand through her hair. “The middle of last month. It took two weeks.”


  “Why didn’t you come looking for me during the National Day break? It was a week long,” he asked with a smile.


  She had assumed that after so long communicating only through text, speaking face to face would be awkward for both of them.


  But no. It was just awkward for her. She squinted at him.


  “I had other things to do,” she mumbled.


  “Like?”


  “Class.”


  “You had class during the holiday?”


  She realized too late it was the wrong answer. “I had work,” she amended.


  “Mm. I used to work part-time too.” His expression was amused; he knew she was making excuses. “And somehow I still had time to meet your teacher, watch you do your homework, and take you home.”


  She bit her lip.


  “Ungrateful little creature.” A moment passed. He straightened. Under the corridor light, his gaze went distant. “I see.” He held the pack out for her, but she didn’t take it. He smiled gently. “You’re still a heartless little girl? That’s fine.”


  Her frustration spiked. “You were in your second or third year when those things happened,” she forced out. “I’m only in my first.”


  “Oh,” he said tonelessly. “Attacking my age, as well.”


  Sang Zhi was dumbstruck.


  “Think about it, kid.” Duan Jiaxu braced his elbow against the railing and tapped it with his fingertips. “When have I ever treated you badly?”


  “I didn’t say you did! And I’m an adult now. Don’t you feel weird calling me a kid?”


  “How adult are you? You still look like a kid to me.”


  Sang Zhi held her temper, snatched the cigarettes back, then muttered, “Well, Gege, after all these years I can see you’ve aged.”


  He didn’t mind that at all. “Ooh? I do like it better when you call me Gege.”


  Sang Zhi was struck speechless once again.


  “Sang Zhi, why don’t you check your phone and count how many of my calls you didn’t pick up.”


  “I told you I needed to study, didn’t I?” Sang Zhi replied, but not very confidently.


  “Did you have to go into seclusion to study? What exactly were you studying?” He checked the time, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “I’ll hash it out with you some other time. Aren’t you heading back? It’s already eleven.”


  “I don’t know what time they want to leave.” She checked her phone too. “I’ll get going.” Then, afraid he’d call her heartless again, she added, “Jiaxu-ge…I haven’t had the chance to ask you what you’re doing here. Aren’t you leaving soon?”


  “We’re having a welcome party for a new coworker. Go get your things. I’ll take you back to campus.”


  She shook her head. “I’ll go with them.”


  “Okay.” He didn’t push. He just leaned back where he’d been standing and studied her from under his eyelashes.


  Sang Zhi looked away, discomfited. She could smell a faint hint of alcohol in the air. And suddenly, her outfit felt inappropriate—as if she’d been caught out of uniform by the high school discipline teacher.


  “Were you drinking?” she asked. 


  “No.” He gave her an amused look. “Weren’t you? Why blame me?”


  “Oh. Right. I forgot.”


  “Come a little closer,” he said abruptly.


  She didn’t move. “Why?”


  “We haven’t seen each other in so long.” His peach-blossom eyes sparkled, and his voice was warm with mischief. “Let Gege have a good look at whether Little Sang Zhi grew up pretty after all.”


   


  ***


   


  Back in the karaoke room, several people were slumped in their seats, while others were at the peak of their drunkenness and belting into microphones. The scent of alcohol was suffocating, and the noise was just as bad. She wanted out the moment she walked in.


  Wang Ruolan, her roommate, noticed her first. “Hey, Sang Zhi! Why were you gone so long? Come play cards.”


  Sang Zhi sat next to her. “What time are we leaving?”


  “One o’clock, they said.”


  “The trains don’t run that late.”


  “We’ll get a cab! Or maybe the bus? Not sure what time the last 888 leaves.” 


  The smell in the room made Sang Zhi nauseous, and the alcohol she’d had probably wasn’t helping. “I’ll head off. I don’t think I can stay up that late.”


  The birthday girl, Ning Wei, leaned in. “Sangsang! You’re leaving?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How can you go back alone? It’s so late. Let Jiang Ming go with you?”


  Sang Zhi paused. “Who’s Jiang Ming?”


  “That guy.” Ning Wei grabbed her arm and pointed discreetly, then leaned in to whisper in Sang Zhi’s ear. “From my club. Isn’t he cute? I think he likes you.”


  “Don’t make assumptions. I’ve never spoken to him.” Sang Zhi stood and rubbed her tired eyes. “It’s fine. The subway’s right outside. I’m way too sleepy to wait.”


  “Aw, okay.”


  “Don’t stay out too late either. It’s not safe.”


  “There’s a whole bunch of us, don’t worry!”


  “Did you guys bring your keys?”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  Reassured, Sang Zhi left. Karaoke lounges were always loud at night, and all the staff were extra friendly, greeting her like they had loudspeakers attached to their voice boxes. She was startled by the first one, then got used to it.


  Down the stairs, she rubbed her face. For the first time all night, she had the space think about Duan Jiaxu—what he looked like now, and that last thing he’d said.


  Maybe it was the alcohol, but Sang Zhi felt a dull anger simmer within her.


  What a sleazebag.


  What an old sleazebag!


  What did it matter to him whether she’d grown up pretty? And she’d always been pretty, so of course she’d grown up pretty. Why did he need to look closely to see it?


  She stopped and exhaled a long breath. She hadn’t been prepared for that kind of provocation. Though she had been happy to see him, she’d also been flustered. And more than a bit frustrated.


  His words echoed again. “How adult are you?” he’d asked. “You still look like a kid to me.”


  She almost laughed. It was exactly as she’d imagined. Even as an adult, she was still a child to him. Maybe in her seventies and eighties he’d still call her “kid.” As if being seven years older put him on some higher plane.


  She couldn’t shake the anger, but she didn’t know how to vent it. She’d never cursed in her life. She couldn’t start now. So she mustered up the closest substitute: “Old geezer.”


  “Hm?”


  She stiffened, then turned toward the familiar voice.


  “You talking to me?” Duan Jiaxu stood two steps above her, as if he’d been there the whole time. “You must mean me,” he huffed. “Of all the people you were with tonight, I must’ve been the only…” He fixed his gaze upon her before enunciating, “old geezer.”


  A memory flashed through her head—Fu Zhengchu’s confession when she was just thirteen, at the third-floor escalator of Shang’an Square. Duan Jiaxu had emerged from behind them, just like this. She never knew how long he’d been listening then, either.


  When Sang Zhi spat those two words, she’d felt a sense of relief. Now that he’d heard them, her guilt surged, but so did her indignation.


  “I wasn’t talking about you!” she declared.


  “Hm.” He seemed to accept this. Sang Zhi had just relaxed when he asked, “Who, then?”


  Her scalp throbbed. “…Y-you wouldn’t know ’im,” she stammered, still tipsy.


  “Aaaah. I see.”


  Sang Zhi nodded repeatedly.


  “Well, Gege just wants to know who upset Little Sang Zhi so much. Why don’t you tell me, hmm?”


  She’d already told him he wouldn’t know the guy, but he wouldn’t drop it.


  Who could she name? Who?!


  She should’ve said Sang Yan from the start. Now it was too late—and she’d feel bad pointing at anyone else.


  She turned away. “Why are you so nosy?”


  “Oh?” Duan Jiaxu took two steps down and stood beside her. “Maybe this old geezer just has too much time on his hands.”


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips.


  “Come on, young…child?” he intoned, really leaning on “young.” “Mr. Old Geezer’s gonna take you back to school.” He proceeded down the steps.


  Her palms grew damp. She followed uneasily. “I think it’s, um, a-a pretty civilized term. I mean, I feel…” She clutched the zipper of her bag. “I feel like it’s not a swear word.”


  Outside was the parking lot.


  He took his keys and unlocked his car, as if he hadn’t even heard her. “Get in the car.”


  She didn’t listen. “Jiaxu-ge, where do you live?”


  “Wentingyuan.”


  After little over a month in Yihe, Sang Zhi had no clue where that was. “Yeah?”


  “Near the city library,” he added.


  “That’s the opposite way.” She pointed at the subway station. “It’s late. I should take the subway back instead of bothering you—”


  “Young child.” Duan Jiaxu played with his keys as he cocked his head. “Gege wants to settle a score with you. Giving you a ride is incidental. I’m not going out of my way to take you back to campus.” He gave her a pointed look. “Understand?”


  Sang Zhi felt too guilty to argue. She shuffled to the passenger side and tugged the handle. Still locked. She looked at Duan Jiaxu.


  He stepped beside her—not too close, but close enough to make her tense. After a brief pause, he clicked the key again and opened the door for her.


  She slipped in and took her bag off her shoulder.


  Duan Jiaxu got into the driver’s seat and glanced over. “Put on your seatbelt.”


  “Oh. Yeah.” She buckled up.


  He didn’t start the car right away. He drummed his fingertips on the steering wheel for a moment, then began his interrogation. “How much did you drink tonight?”


  Sang Zhi counted. “Altogether, just a bottle or two.”


  “You need to be careful when you’re out on your own. Don’t drink with strangers.”


  “Most of them were people I know. And all of my roommates were with me.”


  “Mm. I’m just reminding you.”


  “I know.”


  She braced for a full lecture, but he simply started the engine and said nothing more. His “score-settling” didn’t materialize as expected, which actually set her even further on edge.


  Instead of speaking and distracting him, she pulled out her phone. A red dot had appeared in her WeChat logs. Someone with the username “Jiang Ming” had added her. She remembered Ning Wei’s whisper.


  How did he get her WeChat? She didn’t like adding strangers, so she tried to exit the app—only to accidentally accept the request.


  Well…whatever.


  “Kid,” said Duan Jiaxu, “let’s talk.”


  “Huh?” Her head shot up.


  “Why’d you call me names?”


  She didn’t know how to explain it; all she could manage after a few seconds’ hesitation was honesty: “I don’t like being treated like a child.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyelashes trembled. “That’s it?”


  “Mm-hmm.” It was an extremely solemn sound. 


  Duan Jiaxu was both amused and bewildered. “Why not? It’s the same as your parents seeing you as their child even after you get married.”


  Ugh! Forget seeing himself as her brother—he even thought of himself as her dad. But she didn’t want to argue, so she pointedly stared out the window instead.


  When they passed a convenience store, Duan Jiaxu stopped to buy something. He came back with a plastic bag. Sang Zhi didn’t ask.


  Soon, they arrived at the university. The car wasn’t allowed, so he pulled over and parked. “I’ll walk you in.”


  She nodded, unbuckled her seatbelt, and climbed out.


  It wasn’t a long walk from the gate to the dorms, only about ten minutes in all. Sang Zhi wanted to talk but couldn’t think of anything to say.


  “Aren’t you working tomorrow, Jiaxu-ge?” she asked at last.


  “Heh. It’s Saturday tomorrow, you know.”


  “Ah, right.”


  They chatted in fits and starts, Sang Zhi scrambling for topics so the silence wouldn’t feel awkward after he’d gone out of his way to see her home. This lasted all the way until they reached her dorm, where she sighed in relief. She waved.


  “Goodbye, Jiaxu-ge. It’s late. Drive safe.”


  Barely a few steps in, Duan Jiaxu stopped her. “Sang Zhi.”


  She turned. 


  He handed her the plastic bag he’d been carrying. “Make yourself some honey water so you don’t get a hangover tomorrow.”


  “Thanks.” She took it slowly.


  “You’re all alone, so far away from home. If you need help, let me know.” He stroked her hair once as he smiled. “And I was joking earlier. I know you have your own way of doing things at your age. I don’t actually think you’re heartless.” He paused. “As for the ‘geezer’ thing… How is that not rude? A young lady should mind her language.”


  “I won’t use it again,” she muttered, looking away.


  “Well, at least you know what you did wrong. Go on.” Then, after a moment, “Come have a meal with me when you have time.”


  She tightened her grip on the plastic bag and nodded. “I will.”


  His warm gaze met hers. “I’m all alone here too, so when your brother said you were coming for university, I was really happy.”


   


  ***


   


  Her room was dark and empty when she returned. She turned on the lights, walked to the balcony, and leaned over the railing, trying to spot him below.


  It was too dark. She couldn’t find him.


  She set her things on the desk, opened the jar of honey, scooped some into a mug, and added hot water. Her abdomen felt strange. She sipped slowly, hoping it would help.


  But her mind kept circling back to Duan Jiaxu’s last words. Her lips flattened and she stared off into space. Something heavy pressed down on her chest.


  It didn’t make sense. Why was she so upset?


  He’d said he was alone. But wasn’t his family here? Why would he be alone? It couldn’t mean what she was thinking, could it?


  If it did, then not getting in touch when she arrived and refusing to pick up his calls had been cruel. He had never wronged her. From the start, he had only ever treated her well. Acting like this was ungrateful.


  But she also knew the truth: If she spent too much time around him—listening to him talk, experiencing his kindness—she would fall for him just like before.


   


  ***


   


  After a shower, Sang Zhi called her family as usual, then lay in bed for a while. She was tired enough to sleep, but the alcohol made her restless. At two in the morning, she heard the rustle of her roommates returning.


  They must have just gotten in. They’d only put a table lamp on, probably afraid of waking her. Though they were moving quietly, it wasn’t enough. Now that she was awake, she couldn’t fall asleep again.


  She lifted her head. “Just turn the light on. It’s fine,” she murmured.


  Ning Wei looked over. “Sorry,” she said sincerely. “Did we wake you?”


  “No,” Sang Zhi lied. “Can’t sleep. I napped earlier.”


  “Don’t sleep, then!” Wang Ruolan exclaimed. “Sang Zhi, I have gossip for you!”


  “Huh?”


  “Ning Wei is no longer single!”


  “Keep it down,” Ning Wei muttered, her face pink.


  Sang Zhi was a little slow to react. “Yeah? Who is it?”


  “A guy from our club. The one who was sitting next to me the whole time today.” Ning Wei looked very happy, if embarrassed. “I didn’t think he’d…”


  “You should have stayed a few more minutes, Sang Zhi,” said Wang Ruolan.


  The good mood was infectious. Sang Zhi grinned. “The guy you mentioned you were interested in before—is it him?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  Yu Xin, their fourth roommate, chose that moment to walk out of the shower. “What are you guys talking about?”


  “Ning Wei’s thing,” Wang Ruolan said.


  “Oo, yeah. Ning Wei, you move fast,” Yu Xin said. “It’s only been what, a month and a half? I haven’t even found someone to chase after yet.”


  “He told me it was love at first sight!” Ning Wei got her clothes and headed for the bathroom, all smiles. “All right, all right, I’m going to shower now.”


  Wang Ruolan turned to Sang Zhi. “By the way, I heard Jiang Ming got your WeChat from the class rep. Did you accept it?”


  The people who attended the party were all Ning Wei’s friends: her roommates, classmates, or friends from her club. This included the class rep, who was one of the guys.


  “Yep.”


  “You like him too?” asked Wang Ruolan.


  “My finger slipped,” Sang Zhi muttered. This reminded her to check her phone. She retrieved it from under her pillow and opened WeChat to find that Jiang Ming had texted her a few times… 


  As had Duan Jiaxu.


  Sang Zhi hadn’t changed his contact nickname in her phone. It was still “Duan JX.” She paused, then opened his text.


  - Next time you’re going back to campus so late, get someone to go with you.


  Sang Zhi stared. She wanted to say Got it, but when she noticed the late hour, she decided to reply the next day.


  “I think he was trying to check if you wanted someone to walk you home,” Wang Ruolan continued. “He’s a nice guy.”


  “Mm.” Sang Zhi opened the chat window with Jiang Ming and politely replied.


  “Are you going to be dating soon too, Sang Zhi?” said Yu Xin.


  “No.” Sang Zhi’s mood dropped. She sat up all at once, alarming the other two.


  “What is it?” asked Yu Xin.


  She stared at them. “I have a question to ask you two.”


  “What?” said Wang Ruolan.


  “So, this friend of mine…” Sang Zhi solemnly began.


  “Got it, not you,” said Yu Xin.


  Sang Zhi ignored this. “This friend of mine used to like her brother’s friend. But he treated her like a little sister. Then she heard he got a girlfriend, so she gave up on him. But now they’ve met again. What should she do?”


  “How old?” asked Wang Ruolan.


  “Finished his bachelor’s degree three years ago.”


  “That’s…” Yu Xin counted. “Twenty-five or six.”


  “That’s not so bad. Does he have a girlfriend now?”


  “Dunno…” Sang Zhi shook her head. “But it seems like he doesn’t.” He’d said he was alone.


  “Do you—does your friend still like him?”


  “Dunno,” Sang Zhi mumbled, hooking her chin over the bunk railing. “Not really, I guess. Anyway, he only ever sees her as a little sister.”


  “Well, it depends on your friend. If she likes him, she should go after him,” said Yu Xin. “If she doesn’t, they can just be normal friends who keep in touch now and then.”


  Sang Zhi fell silent.


  “What’s your friend’s problem?” asked Wang Ruolan.


  “She’s just really unhappy.” Sang Zhi exhaled. “Whenever she thinks of him dating someone else, she hates the idea.”


  “How old was she when she started liking him?” asked Yu Xin.


  “Thirteen.”


  Yu Xin calculated the age gap. She was a little stunned. “That’s normal, right? He’d have to be a pervert to like her at that age!”


  “He’s twenty-five now, right?” Wang Ruolan added. “If he’s never dated, he’s had no romantic experience, and guys with no romantic experience by twenty-five become perverts too!”


  Sang Zhi gaped. “Wha—?”


  “Maybe not perverts,” said Yu Xin. “But there must be something wrong with them, right?”


  Sang Zhi was speechless. A sudden flush colored her face as her melancholy vanished completely. “What are you talking about?”


  “Describe him to us, Sang Zhi,” said Wang Ruolan.


  “Very handsome, really good grades, and…” Sang Zhi scratched her head. “The way he talks is, um. His personality is kind of. Kind of…”


  Her waffling drove Yu Xin a bit mad. “Kind of what?”


  Sang Zhi really couldn’t think how to describe the way Duan Jiaxu behaved around her. 


  “Kind of…flirty?” she stammered at long last. “A bit like a player…”


  “Okay, so. Handsome, smart, flirty. How could he possibly not have a girlfriend?” Wang Ruolan pointed out. “By the way, how did you meet?” 


  “He’s my brother’s friend,” Sang Zhi said in a small voice. “He used to come to my house a lot.”


  There was a pregnant pause.


  “Sang Zhi, I don’t think you should worry too much,” Yu Xin said, her expression serious. “Forget before you met, if he hasn’t dated in all the years you’ve known him, there’s only one possibility.”


  Sang Zhi’s heart pounded, her eyes wide. “What?”


  “He likes your brother.”


  Sang Zhi began to regret bringing this up in the first place. She must have had too much to drink—or maybe she was still half asleep. “You guys are ridiculous.” She waved to signal the end of the conversation. “I’m going back to sleep.”


  “Am I wrong?” Yu Xin laughed. “Does your brother have a girlfriend?”


  Sang Zhi opened her eyes. “Hm. Probably not? He hasn’t mentioned anything to us. I dunno.”


  “Has he dated before?” Wang Ruolan asked.


  Yu Xin’s eyes widened at Sang Zhi’s stunned reaction. She felt she’d found evidence for her conjecture. “Shit, no way!” 


  “I don’t know, he doesn’t tell me this stuff.” Sang Zhi thought about it. “I think our parents were called to school because he was dating once, though? He was in high school, I don’t really remember.”


  “High school makes it ages ago.” Yu Xin vibrated with excitement. “Two men in their mid-twenties who don’t date and spend all their time together… What other explanation is there?”


  “I didn’t say they’ve definitely never dated.” Sang Zhi squinted at her, annoyed. It was hard to explain how she felt. “Stop assuming. And stop reading those novels of yours.”


  “What does your brother’s friend do for a living now?” Wang Ruolan asked.


  “I think he works at some gaming company.” Sang Zhi tried to recall. “A programmer? Someone who writes code. I heard my brother say his team develops an online game.”


  “A programmer?” Wang Ruolan paused. “And he’s actually handsome?”


  “Yeah, he is. Maybe I haven’t met enough people, but my entire life I’ve never met a guy as good-looking as him.”


  “Isn’t that the kind of job that makes you work late nights in front of a computer all the time?”


  “Maybe he takes care of how he looks and gets facials or something,” said Sang Zhi.


  “Sounds pretty gay,” Yu Xin said smugly.


  Wang Ruolan ignored her. “You say he’s flirty. Is he flirty with everyone?”


  Sang Zhi tried to recall how he interacted with Sang Yan and his friends. “More or less. Anyone his age or younger.”


  Wang Ruolan coughed. “So he’s casting his net wide, huh? I don’t think he’s a good match for you. He’s the kind of guy who might cheat on you if you get together.”


  Sang Zhi frowned. “No, he wouldn’t.”


  “Just guessing. I’ve never met the guy.”


  “He’s not that kind of person,” Sang Zhi murmured. “He’s good to everyone. It’s very obvious whenever he says that kind of thing that he’s joking around, trying to make you laugh.”


  Just then, Ning Wei came out of the bathroom, fresh and clean. She noticed the odd atmosphere as she rubbed her hair with a towel. “What are you guys talking about?”


  Wang Ruolan explained everything to Ning Wei, and her face filled with understanding.


  “Sangsang, you’re so pretty. You don’t have to get hung up on this one guy. Maybe when you stop thinking about him, you’ll realize there are way, way more people out there who’re better than him.”


  Sang Zhi was silent for a few seconds. “Maybe.”


  “If you really can’t let go, then just give it a try. You’re both single. Just because he treats you like a sister doesn’t mean you’re actually related,” said Ning Wei. “As for whether he’s dated before, who cares? Don’t worry about it.”


  “You’re saying…I should go after him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “No way.” Sang Zhi couldn’t imagine Duan Jiaxu’s reaction to that, and she wasn’t keen to fall into the same pit a second time. “Never mind. I’ll just go on living my comfortable life.”


  “It’s not like you have to chase him,” Yu Xin interjected. “Just send some signals?”


  “What?”


  “You said he always teases you and flirts with people, right? Why don’t you start mirroring that back?”


  That sounded logical. Sang Zhi nodded, then tried to picture it: her smirking at Duan Jiaxu and drawling Gege, what’s up with you? Blushing every time you see Zhizhi.


  …Yikes. 


  Even before putting it into action, she almost suffocated imagining the scene.


  “What do you think?” said Yu Xin, clearly proud of the idea.


  “Cut.” Sang Zhi drew her covers over her head. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. Take it as me getting too drunk and making up a tragic love story.”


   


  ***


   


  That was what Sang Zhi thought she wanted—to throw this chance meeting to the back of her mind and pretend it’d never happened. It was a big city. There wasn’t much chance they’d run into each other a second time. She would distance herself enough to eventually bury her feelings.


  But Duan Jiaxu had said he was alone.


  When Sang Zhi fell back to sleep, she dreamed of his life from a third-person perspective, imagined from that single sentence. She saw him commuting to work alone, eating alone, going home alone—and alone there as well. Alone in everything, in every corner of his life.


  Then her dream shifted to her second year of middle school, early in the term, when she and a few female classmates had taken a detour near Nanwu University to buy deep-fried chicken cutlets. 


  And she saw Duan Jiaxu working there.


  His life had seemed entirely devoted to studying and making money—no space for anything else. Yet she’d never heard a word of complaint from him. Not once.


  This time, he hadn’t refused her money the way he had at the dessert shop. He’d simply made sure she got an enormous helping. He’d sealed it in an opaque bag so only she could see. The other girls were already eating as they waited for Sang Zhi. They didn’t notice. 


  He slipped the paper bag into a plastic one and handed it to her. “Here, kid.”


  “Thank you, Gege.”


  With a uniform apron around his waist and a smile on his absurdly handsome face, he bent down and whispered:


  “I saw you were the cutest one, so I snuck you a bit more.”


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi woke early the next morning.


  She tossed and turned for a while, maybe from guilt, maybe from something else. Then she picked up her phone and replied, Okay, got it to Duan Jiaxu’s message. She assumed he’d be asleep at six a.m. since he’d been up late. Hugging her blanket, she wondered whether she should bring up getting a meal together.


  Then, to her surprise, he replied.


  - Up so early?


  The vibration startled her.


  It was still dark outside, the room pitch-black except for her phone screen. Everything was so quiet, she thought she could hear the air itself shift.


  She didn’t know what to say but didn’t want to leave him hanging. Panicking slightly, she sent him a nodding sticker.


  - Sick from drinking?


  - no


  - Next time you’re out, don’t drink if you can avoid it.


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips as she typed.


  - ok


  No reply. Sang Zhi stared at the screen, thinking through her wording.


  - Jiaxu-ge, when are you free? If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to take you out for dinner as thanks for driving me home. It’s fine if you can’t do anytime soon. Just pick a time that suits you. Or if you can’t think of a time, maybe during Thanksgiving next month? Since I’m hoping to express my feelings of gratitude to you.


  When she was done typing that out, she read over it, word by word. She rewrote some of the middle. And then rewrote it again. And deleted the last two words. She checked the new draft message. Her eyes fixed on feelings—it made her uncomfortable somehow. She deleted it. Express my gratitude sounded better.


  It took almost an hour to get it worded just right. It was only after her seventh read-through that she sent it, heart in her throat.


  Perhaps surprised by the long message, Duan Jiaxu waited a while to reply.


  - Thanksgiving?


  She replied.


  - yeah


  - or any other time Jiaxu-ge prefers


  This time, Duan Jiaxu replied with a voice note. Sang Zhi didn’t have her headphones on the bed, so she crawled out of her covers and down from her bunk to run to the balcony.


  When she pressed play, his voice sounded low and amused. “Thanksgiving is probably fine, but I’ll only know next month if I’m free.”


  - busy with something else?


  “Yeah,” he replied verbally again. “I might have to work overtime.”


  Before she could type a response, he followed it up with another voice message. “Leave it for now. It’s early—you should get some more sleep. When you wake up, I’ll pick you up so you can get your phone fixed.”


  Sang Zhi was confused.


  - my phone isn’t broken


  “Oh, it isn’t?”


  - no


  “Huh. I thought it was running slow, and that’s why it took you an hour to write five sentences. It said you were typing that whole time. I was expecting an entire book.”


  Sang Zhi stared at the time stamps. She had taken ages, now that she thought about it. Her thumbs hovered over the screen as she pondered how to save the situation.


  Then she received a long “Ah-ha” from Duan Jiaxu. “Is this just your way of spending more time with me?” 


  His tone was lazy, hitching at the end, and there was a clear note of laughter throughout, like he was casually scratching the back of a passing cat. He’d teased her in the same way since she was a child, and it was really starting to grate on her. She tightened her cheeks and cleared her throat before replying with a voice message of her own.


  “My dad reminded me recently to be more deliberate with my wording when speaking to older people. They might not understand the more casual language we use these days,” she declared. “Though maybe I’m off base. Jiaxu-ge’s voice sounds very youthful. I hope his appearance will match.”


   


  ***


   


  Their accidental meeting improved their relationship somewhat. Sang Zhi no longer refused his calls, and they messaged on WeChat more frequently. Usually it was him sending her reminders and advice, like a typical elder. As for Sang Zhi, she played the part of his “little sister” and pretended that trace of attraction didn’t exist.


  It was Thanksgiving, a Thursday. Duan Jiaxu didn’t know if he would need to work late, so the day before he’d asked Sang Zhi to wait at school—he would call before coming over. She didn’t have classes, so she spent all afternoon in her dorm room, drawing on her computer.


  At close to six, she got up and changed into a dress, then carefully put on some makeup. She even went to the rare effort of attaching fake lashes, using highlighter, and applying blush.


  Shortly after, she felt so strange about it that she removed it all.


  Staring at her bare face in the mirror, she struggled with herself for a moment.


  She should leave it at that, shouldn’t she? Otherwise he’d probably say something like Did Little Sang Zhi doll herself up so pretty just to see Gege?


  In his dreams! And give him the chance to preen? She’d rather be plain.


  She returned to her seat in front of the computer. The seconds and minutes ticked by. Before she knew it, it was eight.


  She was getting hungry. She texted to ask if he was too busy to come over. More time passed, but he still didn’t reply.


  Hesitating, she gave him a call—but he didn’t pick up.


  If he was really that busy, it made sense he’d miss her messages. But he would have told her if he needed to work overtime.


  Wouldn’t he?


  Dropping her hesitation, she called again. After seven or so rings, he finally picked up.


  She breathed a sigh of relief. “Are you working late, Jiaxu-ge?”


  “Sorry, Sang Zhi, I only just saw your call.” Duan Jiaxu’s voice was unexpectedly hoarse, and he spoke slowly, as if it were difficult. “Can I take a rain check? You should go eat. Don’t starve yourself.”


  “Gege, are you…sick?”


  “It’s fine.”


  That sounded like a tacit acknowledgment to her. Judging by his voice, he was seriously unwell.


  “What’s wrong?” She picked up her bag and walked out the door as she spoke.


  He paused. “I think it’s my stomach. I might have eaten something off yesterday. It’s okay, I’ll be fine after some medicine.”


  “You’re not going to the hospital?” She scowled at her phone.


  “No.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled. “Thanks for caring, Little Sang Zhi.”


  She hurried out of her dorm building and happened to see one of the school’s new campus buses, so she jumped on.


  “Where’s your office, Jiaxu-ge?”


  “You’re coming over?”


  “Mm-hm.”


  Once he gave up the address, she noted it down.


  “Are you feeling really terrible, Gege?”


  “I’m okay,” he said quietly.


  “Listen… I’ll come over and take you to the hospital. Rest in the meantime. But if you feel terrible, we can call an ambulance, okay?”


  “Ha, it’s really not that serious.”


  Her tone sharpened with anger. “If you’re not well, you have to go to the hospital! Or see if any of your colleagues are still around and ask them to take you. Nobody gets better by grinning and bearing it.”


  “Why are you mad?” Duan Jiaxu seemed amused, his tone indulgent. “Don’t be upset, Little Sang Zhi. I’ll be good, okay? I’ll wait right here for you to pick me up.”


   


  ***


   


  Duan Jiaxu’s office was in Gangbei Tower, a tall office block on a subway line. Following her phone’s map, Sang Zhi found the building. It wasn’t access controlled. She was about to message him for the floor number when she spotted him in the lobby.


  He was slumped on a sofa in front of the reception desk. His face was unusually pale, his normally ruby-red lips drained of color. His eyes were half open, and one hand rested loosely over the right side of his lower abdomen. His face was blank—she couldn’t tell how much pain he was in. 


  “Jiaxu-ge,” she said, hurrying over.


  He looked up. When he saw her, his eyes curved into pretty crescents. He lifted a languid hand. “Pull.”


  “We should go to the hospital.” Sang Zhi grabbed his wrist and tugged. “You have a fever, don’t you?”


  He stood with a slow exhale. “A little, I think?”


  “Is there a hospital nearby?” she asked, shifting her grip to support his arm.


  He tried to remember. “Hmm. There’s a community healthcare center.”


  “Let’s get a cab to a real hospital, then.”


  “Okay,” he said obediently.


  Sang Zhi walked cautiously, slowing every two steps so she wouldn’t jostle him. After several yards, he glanced sideways.


  “Do you actually think you’re helping the elderly, Little Sang Zhi?”


  She narrowed her eyes, and he remembered her earlier complaint. 


  “Not that I think you’re a little kid,” he amended lightly. “It’s just a habit. Is it all right if I still call you that for now?”


  “Not that I think you’re a little kid.”


  Who did he think he was fooling? But she decided to be the bigger person. “Fine.”


  Outside, the subway entrance and bus stop were crowded with people heading home from work. Sang Zhi didn’t want to get close, afraid Duan Jiaxu might get caught in the crush. She looked ahead, then back at him. “Jiaxu-ge, wait here for me. I’ll hail a cab, then call you over.”


  Why was she treating him like a princess? He followed her, unconcerned. “I can go with you.”


  Foot traffic was heavy—streams of people poured out of the clustered skyscrapers, some heading for the subway, others lining up for the bus. Sang Zhi turned to lead him toward the pavement just as a bus arrived.


  Commuters sprinted over from afar. The crowd surged.


  Someone bumped Sang Zhi hard. Unprepared, she pitched forward, her hand shooting out instinctively. It landed right on Duan Jiaxu’s abdomen.


  She heard a quiet, sharp intake of breath as he doubled over.


  Her own breath hitched. She snatched her hand back, horrified she’d pressed where it hurt, and looked up in alarm. 


  She opened her mouth to ask if he was all right—and felt warmth on her forehead.


  A soft, fleeting touch.


  Unless she was imagining things, it was the brush of his lips.


  From her angle, all she could see was his Adam’s apple as it dipped and rose, tracing the elegant line of his throat. Then his breath washed over her, enveloping her in scalding heat.


  Chapter 7:
An Overwhelmingly Wicked Urge


   


  THE CONTACT WAS BRIEF, less than a second. Sang Zhi didn’t even have time to react; she was still reeling when Duan Jiaxu stiffened, straightened up, and stepped back.


  They stood a short distance apart. The bus stop blocked the light, cloaking them both in shadow. Sang Zhi lifted her head and met his deep gaze with a blank look.


  Perhaps out of some instinct, the eye contact alarmed her. She quickly looked away and put more space between them, unsure what else to do with herself. 


  She didn’t know the appropriate response. Overreacting would be strange, but underreacting didn’t seem right either. She considered pretending it didn’t happen—that it had barely registered—and going on as she always did. But she couldn’t speak. Her thoughts were a mess. She wanted to wipe her forehead with her sleeve, but she realized how obvious that would be when her hand was already half raised. She simply touched her forehead instead.


  When Duan Jiaxu finally spoke, his breath was heavy, like he was in real pain. His voice came out husky and low. “Sorry.”


  Sang Zhi paused, then studied him closely. Only now did she notice how sick he looked. It was below fifty degrees, yet beads of sweat covered his forehead and dampened the hair at his temples. His lips were so pale they bordered on blue, and his jaw and body were taut. He seemed on the verge of collapse.


  Sang Zhi froze. She’d never seen anything like this. Recalling where she’d pressed, she panicked. “G-Gege, does…does it hurt really bad? D-did I hit a bad spot?”


  “What’re you talking about?” Duan Jiaxu eased his breathing and forced a smile. “You barely touched me. What, you think I’m going to sue you for damages?”


  “Sorry.” Sang Zhi suddenly felt like crying. Her eyes started to water, her voice turning nasal. “Wait here for me, Gege. I’ll hail a cab.”


  “Go ahead,” he said.


  She reached the road just as an available taxi pulled up. She flagged it down, spoke to the driver, and jogged back to help Duan Jiaxu in.


  He walked slower than before, as if every movement hurt. Suddenly, he chuckled. “Now you really are helping the elderly.”


  But Sang Zhi couldn’t laugh.


  “I don’t think it’s an upset stomach, Little Sang Zhi.” He tipped his head to better study her. “It…does hurt a little.”


  When they were settled in the car, the driver noticed Duan Jiaxu’s wan appearance. “What are you, drunk? What’s wrong? You won’t puke in my car, right?”


  Sitting seemed to have relieved some of Duan Jiaxu’s pain; he didn’t look as bad as before. He snorted. “Don’t worry. I can hold it back.”


  “Two hundred if you puke,” the driver warned.


  “We’ll pay if it happens, don’t worry,” Sang Zhi promised. “He’s sick, not drunk. Please take us to the city hospital. Thanks.”


  The driver started the car.


  Duan Jiaxu was slumped back in his seat, most of his body slack, one hand pressed to the right side of his abdomen. Not wanting to drain his energy, she stayed quiet—until he started talking anyway.


  “Seatbelt, Sang Zhi.”


  “Oh.” She pulled the belt over her right shoulder, but just as she was about to buckle it, she noticed he didn’t have his on. She let go of hers and leaned over him.


  His eyelids fluttered. “What’re you doing?”


  “Putting on your seatbelt,” she said, reaching for it.


  “For what?” he laughed weakly. “I was telling you to put yours on.”


  “I’m putting it on for you. Sit tight.” She shook her head. “Gege, you should take a nap. It’ll hurt less. I’ll wake you when we get there.”


  “Okay.” He didn’t resist. “Thank you, Little Sang Zhi,” he murmured, meeting her eyes. “For looking after me.”


  Fortunately, the city hospital wasn’t far. The driver stopped at the entrance; Sang Zhi paid, then guided Duan Jiaxu inside and got him into the emergency queue. A scan confirmed acute appendicitis. Sang Zhi listened as the doctor explained that his condition was already quite advanced—if he’d delayed any longer, his appendix would’ve ruptured.


  That would’ve been far worse.


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips and shot him a look, but Duan Jiaxu only smiled, indifferent.


  The doctor wrote in his chart and told Sang Zhi to settle the bill as they arranged for his appendectomy. She nodded and stepped away, reading the invoice as she walked out the door.


  She’d barely taken a few steps when Duan Jiaxu called, “Sang Zhi.”


  “What is it?” she asked, turning. 


  “Take my card. The pin is my birthday,” Duan Jiaxu said warmly as he handed her his wallet. “Thank you for all your help, Little Sang Zhi.”


  She stared at him for a moment before accepting it. “All right.”


  It was a minor, low-risk operation that wouldn’t take long. When she returned after paying, Duan Jiaxu noticed the hour.


  “It’s nine, Sang Zhi. You should head back to school before it gets unsafe.”


  Sang Zhi didn’t stir.


  “It’s not a big deal,” he said. “I just need to rest for a few days after the operation. You can visit when you have time.”


  Sang Zhi handed the invoice to the doctor. “I’ll leave when you get out of surgery.”


  “That’s another hour, at least.” Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows. He was still ghost-pale. “Won’t you be bored waiting alone?”


  “Stop talking,” Sang Zhi replied, clearly irritated.


  “Okay, okay. Heh. I’ll give up.”


  Sang Zhi stood next to him in silence. It suddenly struck her that if she hadn’t asked him to dinner, he probably wouldn’t have come to the hospital at all.


  Her heart ached.


   


  ***


   


  Once Duan Jiaxu entered the operation room, Sang Zhi waited outside. She texted her dorm room group chat Might be late tonight so they wouldn’t worry, then buried herself in reading about post­appendectomy care. It was a long while before she put her phone away.


  Her mind drifted back to the bus stop. She touched her forehead. Maybe it was just her imagination, but it felt warm to the touch—almost burning.


  That breath he’d exhaled seemed to linger, curling around her.


  Such an intimate distance between them.


  Whatever.


  Stop thinking about it. Stop.


  She’d been the one who bumped into him, yet he’d apologized. 


  If anything, she’d taken advantage of him. And it was just her forehead. It wasn’t a big deal. She wasn’t a child anymore.


  And he hadn’t seemed overly concerned.


  Before her thoughts spiraled further, her phone vibrated. The caller ID read Mom. Sang Zhi saw the time on the upper bar of the screen and hurried to pick up.


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “Zhizhi? You’re not back in your room?”


  Since Sang Zhi studied far from home, Li Ping made her promise to call every night at ten, and to text if she wouldn’t be free.


  “I’m not,” Sang Zhi admitted.


  “Out with friends?”


  “No. Mom, I ran into Gege’s friend here. Duan Jiaxu—the one who tutored me in middle school.”


  “Yes, I remember him.”


  “He helped me a lot, and I wanted to buy him dinner,” she explained. “But then he got sick all of a sudden, so I brought him to the hospital. That’s where I am right now.”


  “Sick? Is it serious?”


  “Acute appendicitis. It’ll probably be fine.”


  “Look out for him. That boy doesn’t have anyone at home to depend on.” Li Ping sighed. “And take care of yourself. Don’t go home too late, okay?”


  Sang Zhi was distracted by her remark. “What do you mean by ‘doesn’t have anyone,’ Mom? How do you know?”


  “Huh? Oh, I didn’t tell you? Don’t tell him I mentioned this, but he borrowed thirty thousand yuan from your brother once…I think during winter break of their first year.”


  Sang Zhi was stunned.


  “Your brother was only a kid, so he didn’t have that kind of money. He asked your father,” Li Ping said softly. “Apparently the boy’s mother was sick. He paid it back eventually, but I think she didn’t make it.”


  Sang Zhi struggled for words. It was a while before she could speak again.


  “What about…his dad?”


  “That I don’t know. But if his father were around, why would he have been the one paying?”


   


  ***


   


  After the operation, Duan Jiaxu had to stay in the hospital for a week. He was placed in a two-bed ward.


  He’d had a local anesthetic for the procedure, so he was conscious. He lay there in a hospital gown, hair falling over his forehead, face a cold shade of white. An IV dripped into the back of his hand. It was clear he was in low spirits—but he still smiled for her.


  “Sang Zhi, you should go back to school.”


  “I know,” she murmured.


  “Get a taxi and send me the plate number,” he said. “When you get back to campus, call me.”


  “Okay.” Sang Zhi squeezed her bag’s over-the-shoulder strap. “Did it hurt?”


  “Nah,” he laughed. “I was anesthetized. Didn’t feel a thing.”


  “Good. I’ll come see you tomorrow.”


  “Just come when you don’t have class,” he said carelessly. “I’ll be fine here. You don’t have to visit every day, Little Sang Zhi.”


  Sang Zhi gave him a cutting look. “Goodbye, Jiaxu-ge.”


  “Mm. Bye.”


   


  Once she was gone, Duan Jiaxu picked up his phone. There was a missed call from Sang Yan. He raised his eyebrows and called back with a slow swipe of his finger.


  As the ringing filled his ear, he thought about what’d happened at the bus stop—and Sang Zhi’s reaction. Caught off guard, she’d seemed alarmed. She couldn’t meet his eyes, as if it embarrassed her. She couldn’t even speak.


  Did it upset her that much?


  Before Sang Yan could answer, Duan Jiaxu hung up. He needed a moment to think. Sang Zhi was only eighteen, right? Even if he didn’t consider her age, what he’d done was…inappropriate.


  To his friend’s sister, no less. A kid he’d watched grow up.


  She would be nineteen soon. Maybe he shouldn’t tease her so much anymore. What if she started thinking he had wicked intentions? That would be bad. Girls usually worried about that sort of thing, didn’t they?


  Duan Jiaxu rubbed the bridge of his nose. A strange guilt crept in. Out of nowhere, Sang Zhi’s so-called online boyfriend came to mind.


  Just then, his phone rang. It was Sang Yan.


  Duan Jiaxu picked up, wondering if he should tell him about all this.


  “Bro, you got your appendix out?” Sang Yan asked lazily. “How’s it feel?”


  “Great, dude. You should try it,” Duan Jiaxu said with a grin.


  “Handsome guys are born without those things, you know?” Sang Yan quipped. “Hey, I heard my sister took you to the hospital.”


  “Yeah.”


  “For a small thing like that? Couldn’t you go on your own?” he quipped, his tone absent-minded. “Take care of yourself a little, won’t you? You could’ve just gone to the hospital when it started hurting.”


  “This is why you’re calling?”


  “I have time, and I heard you just got out of surgery, so I called to celebrate. If you’re fine now, forget it. I’m going to sleep.”


  “Wait.” Duan Jiaxu paused. “I have something to tell you.”


  “Shoot.”


  He considered his words. How should he describe it? I accidentally kissed your sister, I think she got upset, I hope it doesn’t bother you too much—no, that sounded insane.


  “Nah, never mind,” Duan Jiaxu said at last.


  There was a moment of silence, then Sang Yan erupted. “You know I can’t stand it when you do that! You’re a man, but you mince your words like a little girl! Just spit it out!”


  “Okay, bye now.”


  “Dude, wait.” Sang Yan perked up. “I heard you’re going on another blind date? Your boss is really into this, huh. How many people have you been set up with now?”


  Duan Jiaxu sighed.


  “Any of them pan out? You don’t seem like you have anyone,” said Sang Yan. “Look, man, I can show you the ropes. Don’t talk to them the way you always do.”


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t even blink. “And how do I talk to them?”


  “Honestly, I didn’t want to say it…” Sang Yan dragged out the words a little. “Y’know, it’s really…cringe. Like, old-man cringe.”


  Duan Jiaxu bit his tongue.


  “And you don’t seem like someone who wants to date older women. Bro, I’m telling you, nineties kids don’t like it when you flirt like that.”


  “Nineties kids?” Duan Jiaxu echoed.


  “Yeah. Us nineties kids are hipper, y’know? An eighties kid like you wouldn’t understand, I know, but you have to get with the times.”


  Duan Jiaxu and Sang Yan were born a year apart—one in 1989, the other in 1990.


  Duan Jiaxu burst out laughing. “You really have too much time on your hands. Bye.”


  He checked the clock after he hung up and estimated how long it would take to get back to Yihe University from the hospital. Just as he was about to call and ask Sang Zhi if she was in a taxi yet, he noticed movement at the door. 


  She’d returned.


  Sang Zhi stood motionless by the door, as if afraid he’d be upset.


  “Jiaxu-ge,” she said in a small voice, “is it okay if I stay here with you?” She scratched her head. “I feel like if I were sick, you wouldn’t leave me either.”


  Though it was a narrow two-bed ward, the other bed was empty. With only him inside, the room felt hollow and lonely. He swallowed but didn’t speak. His mouth was set, his face unreadable.


  She didn’t dare to enter without permission. “Is it okay?” she asked again.


  “Have you eaten?” he countered after a long silence.


  “I just went next door to buy some bread.” She walked over and handed him a small plastic bag. “Plus a box of oolong tea.”


  “Is this enough?” Duan Jiaxu rifled through the contents. “You should get takeout.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not too hungry.”


  “Why not? You haven’t had anything to eat.”


  “I’m just not.” She set the bag down on a nearby table, then dragged a chair to the end of the bed. Her movements were sluggish. “I’ll eat if I feel like it. I’m an adult. It’s not like I’ll starve myself.”


  Duan Jiaxu stared at her for a moment. Eventually, he huffed out a laugh and dropped the topic.


  Sang Zhi sat and took out the bread. “I asked the nurse. You need to lie down for six hours. And you can only get out of bed after twelve hours’ rest.”


  “Mm.”


  “And you can’t eat right now. Only liquids for a week,” she mumbled as she bit into her bread. “Three days of IV, I think.”


  Duan Jiaxu was only half listening, and he hummed another vague affirmative. The room lapsed into silence, punctuated only by the rustling noises of Sang Zhi eating.


  The ward was heated to a comfortable temperature. Not long after sitting down, Sang Zhi began to feel too warm. She stood, shook off her jacket, folded it, and draped it over the back of the chair.


  “Why are you wearing a dress on a winter’s day like this?” Duan Jiaxu asked, his eyes on her.


  At this sudden question, she looked up from her jacket and met his gaze.


  He sounded like her mother when she chided her for not wearing long underwear in fall. He was, on some level, a combo of her father, her mother, and her brother—a three-for-one deal. She’d had enough clothes-policing at home; she didn’t need it here too.


  “It’s a maxi dress. You can also wear one if you want.” She focused on finishing her bread.


  He cocked his head as he studied her.


  She ate the same way she always did, filling her cheeks like a little puffer fish. He wanted to laugh, but it would pull at his wounds.


  “It’s colder here than in Nanwu,” he said. “You should be more careful. It’s no fun being sick.”


  His words made her remember the first time she’d arrived in Yihe. The food in her mouth became difficult to swallow. She nodded, her eyes downcast as she sipped her oolong. After struggling through the last of her bread, she checked the time.


  “Are you going to sleep, Jiaxu-ge?”


  “What time is it?”


  “Almost eleven.”


  “How are you going to sleep?”


  She mulled it over. “I’ll rent a sleeper chair for caregivers. It’s not expensive.”


  “A sleeper chair? Isn’t that uncomfortable?” He frowned in disapproval. “The bed next to mine is empty. Rent that instead.”


  “No need,” she mumbled. “I’m not exactly here to enjoy myself.” Before he could respond, she rose to her feet. “Try to get to sleep, Jiaxu-ge. I’ll ask about rentals.”


  As it turned out, a sleeper chair cost less than twenty yuan a day. She handed the money over, then went off and bought two sets of toiletries as well. When she got back to the ward, Duan Jiaxu was on his phone. He seemed to be replying to a text. She didn’t interrupt.


  “What took you so long?” He put his phone down. “What did you buy?”


  She emptied the bag out. “Toothpaste, toothbrushes, and towels. I’m going to wash up.”


  “Okay, go ahead.”


  Sang Zhi took two steps before she paused and turned back.


  “Jiaxu-ge, do you want me to wipe your face? I don’t think you’re allowed to brush your teeth yet.”


   


  ***


   


  There were too many things to carry separately, so Sang Zhi brought the whole bag. She set it on the counter since nobody else was in the bathroom and drew in a deep breath. She began to brush her teeth as she mulled over what to do next.


  She’d offered on impulse, thinking that he would never ask for help on his own. It was probably fine, actually. When she fell down back in the day, he’d dressed her wounds, never complaining that she was dirty. He’d even wiped her face.


  Plus, he was basically infirm right now. He couldn’t do anything on his own. That was why she was staying behind—to look after him. She couldn’t suggest it and then not do it. That would be petty.


  She didn’t drag her feet. She picked up a towel and rinsed it with hot water in the shower before returning to the ward. After setting everything else down, she went to Duan Jiaxu.


  “Jiaxu-ge, let me wipe your face for you.”


  “It’s fine.” He’d never expected her to actually do it. “Give that to me. I’ll wipe myself.”


  “How?” Her embarrassment warped into annoyance at his refusal. She frowned and sat on the side of the bed. “You’ll pull your stitches and they’ll make you stay even longer,” she snapped coldly.


  He stiffened, then laughed. “Why do you keep getting mad at me today?”


  She couldn’t look him in the eye. Folding the towel a little smaller, she began wiping it across his forehead. “Listen… I’m not mad. This is just how I talk.”


  There was no hesitation in her movements. When she finished his forehead, she moved to his eyes. He shut them unbidden.


  She wasn’t standing too close. She wiped gently and carefully, never touching him with bare skin. Duan Jiaxu had never been taken care of like this before, nor had he imagined he ever would be. He didn’t like being an inconvenience—least of all to someone he saw as a child who needed care and protection, even if she was technically an adult now.


  The warm, damp towel shifted to the bridge of his nose, then to his cheeks and chin.


  He opened his eyes and met hers.


  Her eyes were large and bright, double-lidded with sharply curled lashes like two little brushes. The corners of her eyes tilted downward, giving her a soft, puppylike innocence.


  He held her gaze for a few seconds, then looked down.


  “Done?” he asked.


  “Done.” She drew her hand back and stood. “I’ll go wash the towel.”


  Outside the ward, her calm facade collapsed like a house of cards. Her shoulders sagged. It took her a few minutes to steady her breath and slow her racing heart.


  Come on.


  His eyes had been nice and shut. How could he just open them like that? Couldn’t he have warned her first?


  Like, I’m about to open my eyes. Prepare yourself!


  Couldn’t he have done that?! Seriously?! What a shock! He’d scared her half to death!


  She replayed her reaction. It was…normal, right? It didn’t seem over the top. She’d acted like it was a perfectly ordinary thing. Completely nonchalant.


  Slowly, she relaxed. Her last thought was that this would be the last time she ever wiped his face for him.


  When she returned to the ward, she opened up the sleeper chair and reclined on it. She decided to use her coat as a blanket and go to sleep.


  But Duan Jiaxu was still awake.


  “Sang Zhi.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You can cover the chair with my coat.”


  “Okay…”


  His coat today was long—longer than her whole frame. She draped it over the sleeper chair and tucked the corners in, then rose to switch off the light.


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t speak again.


  Sang Zhi took her phone out of her own jacket and put it on its lowest brightness setting, only to discover several missed calls from Ning Wei. She froze, suddenly remembering that she didn’t tell her roommates she wouldn’t be back tonight.


  She opened the group chat on WeChat and began typing. I’m not coming back tonight. An older guy—


  Sang Zhi paused, then changed “guy” to “girl” before continuing. An older girl I know got sick. I’m at the hospital looking after them. Didn’t check my phone.


  Ning Wei replied.


  - it’s fine, as long as you’re OK. Just got worried because you weren’t back yet and weren’t picking up


  - btw Jiang Ming was looking for you. said you didn’t reply to his text? I told him you were out with a friend and hadn’t come back yet


  OK, Sang Zhi replied. She left the chat window and scrolled. She’d seldom seen Jiang Ming since Ning Wei’s birthday. He hadn’t asked her out; they just chatted occasionally.


  Once she found it, she tapped Jiang Ming’s message. He’d sent her a few jokes, and after that a few voice messages that each lasted a couple of seconds. She tried to tap on the speech-to-text button to read them, but her finger slipped and pressed play instead.


  “Sang Zhi, do you have time—”


  A crisp and clear male voice rang out in the small room until she squeezed the power button in alarm and cut it off.


  She glanced involuntarily at Duan Jiaxu, holding her breath. It was too dark to tell if he was asleep.


  She waited a long time to see if he’d say something, but he never did. With a sigh of relief, she rolled over and checked her phone again. But she didn’t dare open the voice messages. She’d listen in the morning and reply then.


  She checked her schedule for tomorrow. She wasn’t sure if she would make her first class, so she texted Ning Wei.


  - Might miss Politics and Ideology tomorrow, mark my attendance for me?


  - OK


  Sang Zhi turned the screen off and put her phone aside as she curled up under her coat. She sniffed. Duan Jiaxu’s coat was beneath her, so it felt as if his scent—that light combo of tobacco and lime, mature and masculine—surrounded her. It gave her a sense of security.


  Maybe it was the strange environment, but Sang Zhi couldn’t get to sleep. She shut her eyes and tried her best, but not a hint of drowsiness came. Finally, she gave up, turned over, and reached toward her phone on the table.


  “Can’t sleep?” Duan Jiaxu asked.


  Sang Zhi froze like a deer in headlights before she managed a nod. “Mm-hm.”


  “Because you didn’t finish listening to your messages?”


  She shot him a look. Her wildly fluctuating emotions earlier now seemed like a joke. “Why’d you pretend you were asleep when you heard it?”


  “Pretend I was asleep?” He laughed. “I just didn’t say anything.”


  “Yeah, that’s pretending. Why do you like eavesdropping so much?”


  “Huh?” His tone hitched teasingly. “You played it out loud. You’re too young to be deflecting blame like that, you know?”


  She couldn’t win. She covered her head with her coat. “I’m not talking to you anymore. I’m going to sleep.”


  “I thought you couldn’t sleep.”


  “Even if I can’t, I need to.”


  “Why don’t you chat with me?”


  She peeked out. “About what?”


  “Why don’t you finish listening to the voice message? So Gege can hear who’s trying to ask our Little Sang Zhi out.”


  “It’s not like you know him!”


  “I will once you tell me. You describe him, I’ll vet him.”


  Nice. He’d remarked on her clothes like her mother, and now he was taking on the father role.


  “You need to vet someone who’s just asking me out to dinner?” she snapped.


  “Can’t I look out for you? You’re so young, what if he’s a bad guy?”


  “You’re right,” Sang Zhi answered perfunctorily. She rubbed her eyes and continued before he could cut in. “Well, there’s too many guys to tell you about. It might take all night. Maybe you should grab a notebook.”


  Duan Jiaxu looked at her, eyes shining with an odd brightness in the dark. His lips curled with interest. “All night?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Our Little Sang Zhi is that popular?”


  “Yup,” she said, as if it was obvious. “I’m pretty.”


  He raised his eyebrows wordlessly. His silence sounded like disagreement. 


  Annoyed, she grabbed her phone and looked at the screen. “Go to sleep. Why bother nosing into the personal lives of young people? Hmph. You wouldn’t understand anyway.”


  “Are you and your brother conspiring against me?” he drawled. “Making fun of my age all the time… Did you two plan this in advance?”


  She looked dubious. “What did he say? Aren’t you two the same age?” Now that was the pot calling the kettle black.


  “He thinks he’s young.” Duan Jiaxu chuckled. “Okay, start talking.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll vet your boys for you.” He paused, remembering her earlier jab. “Oh, right. Get Gege a notebook, Little Sang Zhi. I’ll take proper notes.”


  She stared at him for a beat before rolling to show him her back. She tapped her phone screen again, uninterested in further conversation. “I’m not telling you a thing.”


   


  ***


   


  The next morning, Sang Zhi couldn’t bring herself to stick to her guns. She reluctantly wiped his face again and even added his arms and hands to the bargain. Unlike last night, Duan Jiaxu didn’t open his eyes suddenly or ask any questions. But she wasn’t checking, anyway. She let her gaze drift, trying to pretend that she was cleaning a corpse.


  On the way out the door, she paused.


  “Jiaxu-ge, is there anything else you need? I can bring you stuff later tonight.”


  “Hmm?” Duan Jiaxu blinked, bleary-eyed. “My keys are in my coat. Take them and grab my laptop from home?”


  “Your laptop? Why do you need that?”


  He smiled. “Work.”


  Her blood went cold, and her expression turned ugly. “You’re taking time off work, aren’t you? You’re not healthy. It’s not like they’re going to pay you more for it.”


  Duan Jiaxu regarded her in silence.


  “I’m not getting your laptop. But let me know if you need anything else. Bye.” She left the room.


   


  ***


   


  On the subway, Sang Zhi listened to Jiang Ming’s voice messages.


  “Sang Zhi, do you have time right now? I’m out with friends at the sports field,” said the first one. “Wanna come over?” went the second, and then “I heard Ning Wei say you’re not back at your dorm yet—it’s not safe to go alone. Should I come get you?”


  She considered what to say.


  Sorry, she typed, I didn’t look at my phone yesterday. Thanks for checking up on me.


  Then she returned to her dorm room for a shower and change of clothes before going to class.


  Her Friday was fairly packed: Classes went on till six in the evening. She took the subway straight to Duan Jiaxu’s apartment after that—she didn’t even get dinner.


  She found her way from the station using her phone’s GPS. This was a residential area, for the most part. There was a city library a short distance away, plus a street lined with restaurants and a small plaza. It was quite lively.


  She entered his apartment compound with his card, located his block, and went to the fifteenth floor. There were four units per floor; his faced south. She opened the door and groped at the unfamiliar wall until she flicked on the light switch.


  The color scheme the light revealed was still rather dark. Both the sofa and the coffee table in the living room were black and gray, and the walls bore a similar shade. The floor was wooden, and a dark, rectangular rug lay across it. There was an open book on the sofa, in the shadow of a tall lamp.


  The curtains were shut. The room seemed stuffy.


  Sang Zhi slipped off her shoes and inspected the only pair of slippers on the rack, wondering whether to put them on. She decided socks would suffice and left the entryway, mulling over what she should grab.


  Three photos on the TV stand in the living room caught her eye. The first was of Duan Jiaxu with his college roommates, all in their graduation robes. Next to that was the photo of him and her.


  It was her first time seeing it. She spent a while studying their past selves. Back then, she only came up to his shoulder, and she looked very childlike standing half a foot away from him in her powder-blue dress. Two tiny dimples framed her lips. Duan Jiaxu had his hand on her head. His smile was bright, if careless. He looked great.


  Sang Zhi licked her lips, snuck her phone out, and snapped a picture.


  Her gaze shifted to the final photo—another group photo but much older based on the subtle shift in tone. Duan Jiaxu must have been a teenager at most. Dressed in a school uniform, he stood next to a woman who was a few inches shorter than him. They looked alike, especially their soft smiles.


  Sang Zhi thought of what her mother had said and recognized who the woman was. She crouched down. “Hello, Auntie,” she whispered. “I’m Sang Zhi, Jiaxu-ge’s friend’s sister.”


  She thought a little while before continuing. “Jiaxu-ge didn’t come home yesterday because he fell ill and had a minor operation. Don’t worry, it’s not serious. I’m here to get his things.”


  Next, she searched What to bring for hospital stay on her phone and started to collect everything listed. But she paused on one word: Undergarments.


  She walked to the closet.


  Why do I have to get this sort of thing?!


  She shut her eyes and steeled herself. After yanking the closet open, she spotted two boxes of fresh underwear. With a sigh of relief, she tossed them both in the bag.


  She was pondering whether to get more clothes for him when she saw a familiar-looking tie—the one she’d given him for his birthday when she last visited Yihe.


  Her gaze lingered for a few seconds before she slammed the door shut.


  Whatever. 


  That was enough. She’d done her duty.


   


  Sang Zhi walked to the elevator and messed around on her phone while she waited, then returned it to her pocket just as the elevator arrived.


  The opening doors revealed a fine-featured woman dressed in designer clothes and shrouded in heavy perfume. She seemed to be calling someone who wasn’t picking up, her expression cross. After a glance at Sang Zhi, she stalked off, and Sang Zhi stepped in.


  As the doors shut, Sang Zhi thought she saw the woman heading toward Duan Jiaxu’s unit. Maybe she was headed to the place next door, though. Sang Zhi put it out of her mind.


  It was almost eight by the time she arrived at the hospital. In the ward, she saw an old man in his sixties or seventies on the other bed. Next to him was a middle-aged man—probably his son. Despite the large age gaps between them, all three men in the room were chatting away.


  Duan Jiaxu turned and blinked rapidly when Sang Zhi placed her bags on the table. “Why’d you bring so much stuff?”


  She was so fatigued that she could barely catch her breath. She plopped onto the chair and shrugged off her coat. “It’s not that much. Just stuff you’ll need.”


  “Why so many clothes?” he asked, checking one of the bags.


  “It’s just two sets and a jacket. You can wear it when you’re cold.” She gulped from a bottle of water. “Got your charger and all that too.”


  “Mm. Did you eat?”


  “Not yet.” She’d forgotten, and she wasn’t hungry anyway. “I came straight after class, so I didn’t have time. I’ll go eat in a minute.”


  Duan Jiaxu glanced at the time. “You didn’t eat? It’s already eight.”


  Sang Zhi began to munch on a chocolate bar she had as she replied to some messages. “I’m not very hungry. I’ll go in a bit.”


  “Go now.”


  “It’s not like I’m not going to eat. I just carried all that stuff over. Can’t I sit for a minute?”


  “Is this your wife, young man?” the old man suddenly said, all smiles.


  Sang Zhi’s ire instantly vanished. Her head snapped up, and she almost choked.


  Duan Jiaxu’s face froze before he snorted in disbelief. “What makes you think she’s my wife, Grandpa?”


  The old man gave Sang Zhi a kind nod. “What a lovely young lady.”


  “Grandpa,” Duan Jiaxu intervened, trying to save her some embarrassment. “She’s my little sister, not my wife.”


  At this, the old man turned to Duan Jiaxu. “Yes, I know, your wife is very pretty.”


  Both of them were bewildered. The middle-aged man jumped in, sounding slightly abashed. “Sorry. My dad’s hearing is pretty bad. That’s why he wasn’t talking much, earlier.” He leaned over to his father’s ear and hollered: “Dad! It’s his sister! Not his wife! His sister!”


  The old man went “ah” and nodded. “Not married yet?”


  Sang Zhi’s stomach twisted with anxiety. “No, Grandpa, we’re not together like that.”


  “Young man, you’re not that young. Why aren’t you married yet? Don’t make the girl wait,” the old man said.


  Sang Zhi thought she might suffocate at any moment.


  Duan Jiaxu burst into halting laughter, his chest rising and falling. “Grandpa, don’t make me laugh. My stomach hasn’t healed yet.”


  “I’m not joking, young man,” the old man replied severely. “Your girlfriend’s so pretty, and caring to boot. If you don’t cherish that, someday it’ll be too late.”


  “I understand,” Duan Jiaxu said, giving up.


  Sang Zhi didn’t. “Grandpa, we really aren’t like that.”


  “You have to be good to her, young man. She brought you all these things without complaining.”


  Duan Jiaxu nodded. “Yes, I know.”


  “I’m gonna go.” Sang Zhi had had enough.


  When Duan Jiaxu saw her expression, he put away his mirth and cleared his throat. “Don’t mind him, he has bad hearing. Just take it as a joke.”


  Sang Zhi pretended she was the one with bad hearing, exhaled slowly, and made a last-ditch attempt. “Grandpa, I’m really not his girlfriend. He’s much older than me. Any older and he could be my father.”


  “Yes, yes, being a father is great.” The old man nodded fervently. “You should get married sooner rather than later so you can have a nice, plump baby. It’s good to settle down.”


  Resigned, Sang Zhi turned to Duan Jiaxu. “I’m leaving now, Jiaxu-ge.”


  Duan Jiaxu had one hand over his surgical wounds, fighting so hard against laughter his voice was strained. “Okay. Take care. Remember to eat.”


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips as she put her coat back on. “Mm-hmm.”


  “Call me when you get to your dorm.”


  “Okay.” She didn’t want to talk to the old man anymore, but out of politeness, she forced herself to say goodbye to him and his son before turning and walking out the door.


  As she left, Sang Zhi heard the old man say, “Is your wife leaving?”


  Duan Jiaxu’s mischievous laughter rang out. He sounded fascinated by the question.


  “Yeah, my wife’s leaving.”


  Did this man have no shame?!


   


  ***


   


  Sang Zhi dropped by whenever she had free time over the next six days. The old man remained in the neighboring bunk. His children also visited, a different one each day. He spoke often with Duan Jiaxu and Sang Zhi…and always about the same thing, like it was his only fixation.


  Right now, for instance, the old man was watching them with a kind expression. “When are you planning to get married?”


  “We’re not. We’re not in that kind of relationship,” Duan Jiaxu answered lazily.


  “You can’t avoid marriage!” The old man’s face tensed in disapproval. “Don’t waste the poor girl’s time!”


  Sang Zhi grimaced.


  “You should get married and settle down. The sooner the better,” the old man told them with an air of experience. “Marriage isn’t something to be afraid of. When you find the right person, being together makes life easier.”


  “I see.” Duan Jiaxu raised his eyebrows.


  “So when will you do it?”


  Duan Jiaxu looked in Sang Zhi’s direction. He hadn’t shaved for days; his chin was covered in stubble, making him look even more mature than usual.


  “She’s not old enough to legally marry yet, so maybe in a few years,” he said easily.


  In the end, Sang Zhi decided to block out the conversation by stuffing her earbuds in and pretending she couldn’t hear even when she could.


  When the week was up, Duan Jiaxu had his stitches removed and was discharged.


  Sang Zhi came over early to pack for him. Right before they left, the old man sat up in his bed, smiling. “Getting discharged?”


  “That’s right,” said Duan Jiaxu. “Take care of yourself, Grandpa. Hope you get well soon.”


  “May the two of you be happy together.”


  Duan Jiaxu was about to speak when Sang Zhi cut in for once. “We will.”


  He shot her a look.


  She stared straight back at him, as if she were letting go of something she’d been tightly repressing for a while. Yet her deep, black eyes were unreadable.


  “‘We’ll get married as soon as we can’?” she declared, enunciating each word.


   


  ***


   


  Duan Jiaxu turned to her on their way out of the hospital ward. He was back in his own clothes again, a hunter-green jacket over a casual white sweater and a pair of fitted black pants. His stubble was gone, making him look like a college student again.


  He leaned down to gaze into Sang Zhi’s eyes, as if what she’d said was of great interest to him.


  “’We’ll get married as soon as we can’?” he repeated with a grin.


  “You started it, didn’t you?” Sang Zhi replied, unblinking.


  Duan Jiaxu raised an eyebrow and straightened up. She seemed upset. “Are you mad?”


  Sang Zhi stopped walking.


  “No,” she said after a moment of silence. “But Gege…don’t joke like that in the future.” 


  She knew it was just a joke, but because she was certain he would never like her back, she didn’t find it funny at all. He could laugh if he wanted. He could say those words without a hint of discomfort. But in doing so, he made a joke of the feelings she’d hidden so carefully.


  She searched for the right words, eyes on the floor, but nothing came. With a sigh, she started moving again.


  “Let’s go. I have something to get to.”


  He stopped smiling and slowed down, falling a step behind her. “Are you really angry?”


  “No.”


  “I was just in the hospital too long. I got bored.” Duan Jiaxu rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll apologize, okay?”


  “No need,” Sang Zhi quietly replied. “Just don’t do it again.”


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyebrows lifted at how bothered she obviously was.


  At the same time, he couldn’t describe his own feelings.


  “I’m not that bad, surely?” he blurted, half amused, half annoyed. “It can’t upset you that much, Little Sang Zhi.”


  Her face flat, she turned to look at him. His peach-blossom eyes curved upward, deep and compelling. His tone had still been a little teasing. It made her want to upset him in return.


  “It can and it does,” she said with great sincerity. “I don’t mean anything else by it, Gege. I’m just telling you the truth. I’m going to go home and cry all night.”


   


  ***


   


  Duan Jiaxu was given two weeks off from work. After being discharged, he was supposed to rest at home for a week and recover.


  They took a taxi to his place. The apartment only had one pair of indoor slippers. He narrowed his eyes and placed them in front of Sang Zhi while he went barefoot. She didn’t protest; she slipped them on and led him to the couch before dumping all his clothes in the washing machine and returning everything else to its original place. The slippers were much too loose on her feet, slowing her down.


  When she was done, she sat next to him and retrieved a pack of sticky notes from her bag. Duan Jiaxu had curled up and started gaming.


  She looked up things to watch out for after surgery, cross-checking them against the doctor’s advice. She leaned over the table and began taking notes.


  “What are you writing?” He had noticed.


  “Things to pay attention to after discharge.” Her eyes were on the paper as she explained. “I’ll put them on the fridge. Read them while you’re eating.”


  She’d never looked after anyone before, so she wasn’t good at remembering all these things. She had to do research each time.


  “Mm… All right,” he said.


  “Don’t sit down too much, by the way. You need to walk around from time to time.” She thought a little more. “And no heavy lifting or strenuous exercise.” 


  “Okay.”


  “If you need anything, just let me know. I’ll buy it and bring it over when I have time. But normally I won’t be over much. Rest properly.”


  “Mm.”


  “I’ve fallen behind on schoolwork, and it’s the end of term, so I need to prep for exams.” She lifted her head. “As for that meal I was going to buy you, we can leave that till you get better.”


  “You don’t have to buy me dinner, Little Sang Zhi.” He chuckled. “I’ll buy you dinner.”


  “Well, we’ll see about that.” She dropped her pen and went to affix the sticky notes to the fridge. Then she returned to the living room and put her coat on. “Okay, Gege. I’m leaving now.” 


  He got up. “I’ll walk you out.”


  “You should rest,” she said, shaking her head. “You just got back from the hospital.”


  He frowned.


  “The subway’s basically outside. I know how to get there.” She put her shoes back on by the door and waved. “Bye, Gege.”


  Before he could respond, she left. The door shut with a loud thud, leaving the room in silence.


  Duan Jiaxu couldn’t quite register what had just happened. He quit his game and put his jacket on, then walked out the door. 


  Sang Zhi was nowhere to be seen.


  His lips tight, he went back in and headed to the fridge to see what she’d written.


  Over the years, her handwriting had become much prettier and smoother—unlike back when she’d printed every character stroke by stroke, so even a five-hundred-word essay took an hour.


  His expression loosened as he rubbed his finger over the notes. He thought of the hospital, of that half-deaf old man paying Sang Zhi compliments as he insisted on believing they were together.


  “Your girlfriend’s so pretty, and so caring too.”


  After a long pause, Duan Jiaxu walked back to the living room with a smile.


   


  ***


   


  In December, as temperatures fell below freezing in Yihe and the end-of-term exams approached, all faculty activities came to an end. Sang Zhi was so cold she didn’t want to move. Outside of classes, she huddled in her room drawing and making videos.


  Duan Jiaxu didn’t ask her for help, anyway. Whenever he talked to her, it was just to remind her that it was chilly and that she needed to take care of herself.


  Sang Zhi renamed Duan Jiaxu “Gege #2” in her WeChat contacts. She reverted to her old way of addressing him—Gege, instead of Jiaxu-ge—forcing herself to see him the same way she saw Sang Yan.


  It was better this way.


  She worked to cut herself off, ending this impossible hidden love before it could ever face rejection. She stopped backing herself into a corner. She stopped believing she could only fall in love once in her entire life.


  Sang Zhi even began to anticipate that, someday in the future when she was rid of this infatuation, he would introduce a woman to her as his girlfriend. Instead of pain, her only thought then would be: At last, he’s no longer alone. 


  And she would call that woman her sister without a second thought.


   


  ***


   


  On the final night of 2014, Sang Zhi’s three roommates were all going out for the Western New Year’s countdown with other people. Sang Zhi had no interest in that kind of ritual, so she turned several invitations down. Her plan for the evening was to order takeout, take a long shower, watch a movie, and sleep.


  Before she could execute it, Duan Jiaxu called.


  She was munching on a potato chip when she picked up. As always, Duan Jiaxu’s voice was tinged with a lazy amusement as it came down the line.


  “What are you up to, Little Sang Zhi?”


  She checked the time. “I was about to order takeout.”


  “Takeout? Ha! Come celebrate New Year’s Eve with me.”


  Her teeth stopped mid-crunch. “I don’t want to go out.”


  “Just eat with me, then.” When she didn’t reply, he drawled, “Hm? Why aren’t you saying anything? Weren’t you going to treat me to dinner? Or are you reneging?”


  She dumped her handful of chips back in the bag. “I’m not. You just never mentioned it.”


  “Come out now, in that case. I’m outside your school.”


  “You said you didn’t need me to buy you dinner, you know.”


  “Huhhh… Did I?”


  What a strange man, seeking her out for every festival like he pitied her for having no one else to celebrate with. He’d asked her out on Christmas Day as well, but he’d dropped it when she said she was with her roommates.


  She hung up and changed quickly. She wrapped a scarf around her neck and checked the mirror. Something about her face didn’t look quite right. After a pause, she applied a thin layer of lipstick.


  Walking off campus, she was about to call Duan Jiaxu when she noticed his car, him in the driver’s seat. She got in on the passenger side. “Gege.”


  “Why didn’t you go out?” he asked as she buckled her seatbelt.


  “It’s cold,” she replied bluntly. “I didn’t feel like it.”


  “You’re too young to be so old.” He started the engine with a laugh. “What do you want to eat?”


  “Up to you.” She had no particular cravings.


  “Hotpot?”


  “Sure,” she said, nodding.


  “Shall I pick where?”


  “Mm.”


  He drove to a business district near his place, a little closer to the city library and not far from the university. The restaurant was a popular chain—there were four or five locations in Yihe—and a whole line of people sat waiting outside. Sang Zhi had never been here, but the smell alone was inviting. She took a number. 


  It was a while before they secured a table. Duan Jiaxu handed Sang Zhi the menu and order sheet. Out of consideration for his recovery, she chose a light broth. The rest of the order was ordinary: some meat, some vegetables. She lingered over the beef slices for a long time before ultimately adding one serving. Then she passed the sheet to him.


  “See what else you want, Gege.”


  He glanced at it, picked up the pen, struck out the beef she’d agonized over, and ordered squid balls instead. “That’s all.”


  She side-eyed him but restrained herself. Instead of complaining, she bowed her head over her phone.


  He filled her glass. “So, when’re your exams?”


  “They start on the twenty-sixth next month.”


  “When are you heading home, then?”


  “After.” She tried to remember. “Should be the start of February.”


  “Book your tickets well in advance. They’re hard to get around the new year.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  They chatted idly. The table beside them emptied; servers cleaned it and brought two young women over just as their soup base arrived.


  Sang Zhi put down her phone. One of the women seemed familiar, though she couldn’t place her.


  The woman clearly recognized Duan Jiaxu—when she caught sight of him, her smile vanished. She let go of her friend’s elbow and strode over.


  “Duan Jiaxu,” she spat, her tone cutting.


  Duan Jiaxu had been talking to Sang Zhi, but he stiffened at the sound of her voice and looked up. Sang Zhi followed his gaze.


  The woman wasn’t especially pretty. Though her makeup was elegant, her features could be called “fine” and “delicate” at best. And right now, they were contorted with fury and condescension. 


  “Well! If I hadn’t seen you here, I would’ve thought you’d died,” she hissed.


  She leaned in close enough for Sang Zhi to catch her perfume, and a memory clicked: the woman from the elevator at Duan Jiaxu’s apartment. 


  Sang Zhi snuck a peek at him. He’d already looked away from the woman, as if he hadn’t heard her, and was casually filling their glasses.


  “You didn’t see my calls?” the woman pressed.


  Sang Zhi pursed her lips, painfully aware of how awkward her presence was. She tried to shrink into her chair and reached for her phone again.


  “You called me?” Duan Jiaxu picked up his phone, checked it, then looked up with a warm smile. “Oh. I blocked you.”


  “You blocked me?” The woman’s voice shot up. “What right do you have to block me?! Who gave you the damn nerve?! You should be at my beck and call for the rest of your life!”


  Her voice was loud and piercing. Sang Zhi whipped her head up, startled.


  The woman’s friend tugged her back; she didn’t seem to know what was going on either. “What’s wrong, Xiao-Ying? Who’s this?”


  The woman shoved her friend aside, grabbed a glass of hot water from their table, and splashed it in Duan Jiaxu’s face.


  He hadn’t been prepared. He didn’t even flinch—just shut his eyes as the near-boiling water poured over him, sluicing from his hair to his forehead and the bridge of his nose, down to his lips and gathering at his chin, where it dripped and dripped and dripped.


  It was a pathetic sight.


  Sang Zhi stared at him in horror. Blood rushed to her head, drowning out every rational thought. Her hands balled into fists as she shot to her feet. She grabbed her glass of water and dumped it over the woman’s head.


  With her attention wholly focused on Duan Jiaxu, the woman was caught off guard. She shrieked. “Who’re you?! What’s wrong with you?”


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyes flew open. He hadn’t expected this from Sang Zhi either. Staring blankly at her back, he thought she resembled a mother hen protecting her young.


  “Excuse me, what’s wrong with you?” Sang Zhi shot back.


  “What’s it to you?” The woman’s tone was noticeably less supercilious now that she wasn’t talking to Duan Jiaxu. “Do you know why I splashed—”


  Sang Zhi cut her off. “I don’t care. Nobody wants to talk sense to someone who gets physical first, Auntie. If you’d hit him instead of splashing water I would’ve hit you right back.” She paused, then added icily, “Even if my hands got dirty.”


  The woman flushed with anger and shame. She raised her hand high.


  Duan Jiaxu stood at once and pulled Sang Zhi behind him. His smile stayed in place, but his glare was sharp.


  “You can’t do that,” he said to Sang Zhi. “I wouldn’t want you to dirty yourself.”


  The restaurant manager rushed over to break up the fight, and the woman let herself be dragged away by her friend—she must have found the scene too humiliating to linger. Still, her furious eyes were locked on Duan Jiaxu as she left, like the glare of a demon.


  The tension subsided, though nearby customers glanced over from time to time. Sang Zhi calmed quickly, but she’d lost her appetite. She paid at the counter and dragged Duan Jiaxu out of the restaurant, then got tissues from her bag and handed them to him.


  He accepted the pack, then stared at her, unmoving. Sang Zhi couldn’t tell was he was thinking, but his stillness disturbed her. She opened the pack herself and stood on tiptoe to wipe his hair. It was her first time dealing with something like this; her eyes were still red with rage.


  “Who was that person?” she asked quietly.


  “Someone unimportant.” He seemed to regain his senses. He bent down, thoughtful. “Technically, she’s my dad’s old creditor, you could say.”


  Creditor. It was the second time she’d heard him use that word. She eyed him but didn’t pry. “I think I saw her the last time I was at your apartment… Is she always like that when she sees you?”


  He hesitated. “More or less.”


  “That’s scary.” Sang Zhi pulled out another tissue and dabbed the water from his temples. “Does she have anger management issues? Getting physical after a few words…”


  “Maybe I really did do something horrible to her.” Duan Jiaxu laughed carelessly.


  She narrowed her eyes. “I thought you said she was your dad’s old creditor?”


  “Mm?” His tone was light. “Not sure if it should be in the past tense.”


  “Your dad’s current creditor.” Sang Zhi stilled as she pieced it together. “Old or current, that still makes her your dad’s creditor. That has nothing to do with you.”


  That has nothing to do with you.


  Duan Jiaxu’s heart lurched. His expression shifted as he looked up at her.


  Sang Zhi’s eyebrows knit with focus as she wiped down the sides of his face. Fortunately, the water had cooled before the woman had dumped it on him. Though his skin was a little red, he hadn’t been scalded. “I mean, all I saw was her splashing water on you for no reason. And like my brother said, if anyone thinks they can bully someone on my turf, I won’t put up with—”


  She stopped. Duan Jiaxu’s eyes were fixed on hers.


  For an instant, she was back in the hospital, wiping his face—when he’d opened his eyes right into hers at such an intimate distance, and then looked away first, almost in defeat.


  Now they were standing even closer. Her eyes were clean and clear, bright and sparkling. She seemed completely harmless, so different from the fierce girl who’d stood in front of that woman, shielding him.


  He realized how much she’d changed. Her baby fat had melted away; her features were sharp and pretty, far removed from the word “kid.”


  He hadn’t minded ignoring those changes. But now he had to admit: She wasn’t the same.


  He could see the fine hairs on her cheek, her skin so fair it was almost translucent, her lips red and full. He could feel her breath on his face, light and regular. It sparked a tingling feeling.


  After a long moment—maybe only a few seconds, but stretched thin—his throat bobbed.


  She startled and pulled back. “You should wipe your face yourself, Gege.”


  “Mm,” he murmured after a brief pause.


  Afraid he’d think she was being abrupt, she added, “You’re too tall. You have to bend down for me to reach.” She offered the tissues. “Here.”


  He didn’t take them. She met his eyes again.


  Duan Jiaxu’s eyes were deep set and a little downcast. A single droplet clung to his lashes as he stared at her. She could almost feel a spark of electricity.


  Then he straightened up, gaze still direct, still unflinching. He seemed thoughtful, though what he was imagining remained a mystery.


  The staring unnerved her. She didn’t think she’d given anything away.


  “What?” she snapped, restless.


  “Nothing.” He cleared his throat. His gaze warmed, almost sultry. “I forgot to thank Little Sang Zhi for protecting Gege.”


  “Oh, that. Um, it’s fine.” She looked around. “Do you want to buy a shirt somewhere and get changed?”


  When he didn’t reply, she turned—and found him staring yet again. She frowned. Was there something on her face? “Why do you keep staring at me?”


  “Am I staring?” Only then did he look away with a smile. “I’ll stop.”


  Sang Zhi gave him a bemused look and pointed at a store. “How about that one?”


  “Sure.”


  “Why do you keep smiling? Did the splash turn you stupid?”


  “Hmm. Maybe.”


  It might have been the lingering fog of his illness, or the weeklong brainwashing of that old man in the neighboring bed. Or maybe the water actually had splashed him silly.


  Because in that moment, Duan Jiaxu felt an overwhelmingly wicked urge.
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  Characters


   


  MAIN CHARACTERS


  SANG ZHI (桑稚): A bright, sheltered teenage girl growing up in the city of Nanwu. Begins the story at thirteen.


  DUAN JIAXU (段嘉许): A friend and roommate of Sang Yan. Studies engineering at Nanwu University and comes from the city of Yihe.


   


  SUPPORTING CHARACTERS


  FAMILY


  LI PING (黎萍): Mother of Sang Zhi and Sang Yan.


  SANG RONG 桑荣: Father of Sang Zhi and Sang Yan.


  SANG YAN (桑延): Sang Zhi’s older brother and Duan Jiaxu’s friend.


   


  SCHOOL AND UNIVERSITY


  CHEN JUNWEN (陈骏文): Duan Jiaxu and Sang Yan’s college roommate.


  FU ZHENGCHU (傅正初): Sang Zhi’s schoolmate who has a crush on her.


  NING WEI (宁薇): Sang Zhi’s college roommate.


  QIAN FEI (钱飞): Duan Jiaxu and Sang Yan’s college roommate.


  WANG RUOLAN (汪若兰): Sang Zhi’s college roommate.


  YIN ZHENRU (殷真如): Sang Zhi’s middle school friend.


  YU XIN (虞心): Sang Zhi’s college roommate.


   


  Name Guide 


  NAMES, HONORIFICS, AND TITLES


   


  Diminutives, nicknames, and name tags


  GE/GEGE: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  LAO: Literally “old.” A familiar prefix added to someone’s name, often for someone older (e.g., Lao-Xu).


  XIAO: Literally “little” or “young.” A familiar prefix for someone younger (e.g., Xiao-Ying).


   


  Pronunciation Guide


  Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, aˇ, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names and sounds from the world of Hidden Love.


   


  NOTE ON SPELLING


  Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.


   


  NAMES


  Sāng Zhì


  Sāng as in sung.


  Zhì as in just with a slight ee.


   


  Duàn Jiāxŭ


  Du as in do, àn as in ahn.


  Ji as in jeez, ā as in ah, and xŭ as in shoe sliding into an ee.


   


  GENERAL CONSONANTS


  Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.


   


  X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk


  Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm


  C: ts as in pants


  Z: z as in zoom


  S: s as in silk


  CH: ch as in charm


  ZH: dg as in dodge


  SH: sh as in shave


  G: hard g as in graphic


   


  GENERAL VOWELS


  The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.


   


  IU: as in ewe


  IE: ye as in yes


  UO: war as in warm


  Glossary


   


  EDUCATION IN MAINLAND CHINA: Students typically complete six years of elementary school, three years of middle school, and three years of high school. At the end of middle school, those who want to enter regular high schools take the standardized high school entrance exam (zhongkao). Grades one through nine make up China’s mandatory education. After grade nine, students who don’t continue to regular high schools either begin working or attend a vocational or trade school. High school students take the university entrance exam (gaokao) for admission to domestic universities. Most undergraduate degrees take four years.


  A typical school day runs from early morning to noon, followed by a two hour lunch break, then continues into the evening—and for high schoolers, often into the night. In addition to regular classes, students have daily self-study periods for quiet work. Each class has a homeroom teacher responsible for student welfare alongside their teaching duties.


  About the Author


   


  Zhu Yi is a writer with Jinjiang Literature City (JJWXC), as well as a chronic, compulsive editor of drafts and a now-retired champion at staying up late. She writes in hope that each of her characters has the best possible ending their world can offer, and her life goal is to write enough to fill a whole bookshelf with teenage dreams.


  Zhu Yi’s other works include The First Frost, When I Fly Towards You, and When I Meet The Moon.


  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 1: I Can’t Break a Promise to a Child


  [1] Literally means “older brother,” but also used to refer to other older boys or men in an informal way.


   


  Chapter 2: Pretty Charming


  [2] Means “old.” Usually added as a prefix to a name, in this case Jiaxu.
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