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  Chapter 101


   


  THE POST-PRACTICE EXAM barbecue feast left Jiang Cheng extremely content and satisfied. He carried plate upon plate of meat back to the table, and there was absolutely nothing Gu Fei could do to stop him. Any time he tried to say no, Jiang Cheng glared at him like he was about to throw a fit—as if he had spent the past five years restricted to an ascetic diet of leafy greens and water.


  Fortunately, it didn’t give this overachiever the runs. The only side effect was that Jiang Cheng didn’t have much of an appetite for the next few days—not because he was still too full from the feast, but because nothing else tasted as satisfying as grilled meat.


  Due to this alarming side effect, Gu Fei didn’t take him out for another feast before the official university entrance exams. He cooked for Jiang Cheng at home, whether he liked it or not. Jiang Cheng, however, was nothing if not adaptable. He was so deeply engrossed in his studies that he’d finish anything he was fed, regardless of his enthusiasm for it.


  The two of them carried on that way until June, when the countdown to the start of the exams dropped to single digits.


   


  ***


   


  “I need to go get a haircut today,” said Jiang Cheng, his eyes still on the teacher at the podium, who had stopped mentioning words like “study” and “exam” days ago.


  Recently, their teachers had begun recommending that students take it easy. They no longer gave out worksheets or question banks, and they just advised everyone to try to relax as they reviewed the points that they’d studied and memorized for so long.


  “Did you want Style Master Li to do it for you again?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng tugged at the hair falling over his forehead. “The cut he gave me last time wasn’t bad… Oh, and I want to skateboard with Er-Miao for a bit this afternoon.”


  “Sure, I’ll tell her to come and wait for us.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone. “She’ll be over the moon.”


  “I haven’t played with her in so long, I’m worried that she won’t wanna hang out with me anymore,” Jiang Cheng said, running a hand through his hair again. “She even knows how to multiply seven times nine now, and I haven’t congratulated her yet.”


  “You don’t need to.” Gu Fei smiled, though it looked a little weary. “She just found a multiplication table she likes to play with, that’s all. She can’t even tell you what one times one is.”


  “Really?” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “It’s okay. It’s still worth praising her for taking an interest.”


  “Go ahead and praise her, then.” Gu Fei turned to him. “Are you gonna buy her something to eat as a reward?” 


  “Didn’t you say that she liked the jelly pudding cups we got last time?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “…Last time?” Gu Fei blinked.


  “Last…” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment, then chuckled. “Oh yeah, that was over New Year’s. Shit, has it been that long?”


  “Uh-huh.” Gu Fei stretched his legs out. “It’s been months since you plunged headfirst into the deep sea of studying. One day under the surface is the equivalent of three months on land—didn’t you know?”


  It really felt like he’d blinked and the semester ended instantly. It was Jiang Cheng’s final semester of high school, and it had gone by in a blur of unchanging days and nights of incessant studying. He hadn’t even gotten to properly savor the taste before it vanished.


  Once time started to fly like that, it really was impossible to slow it down, or even keep up with it. It was only when he took the occasional glance back that he realized all those days that had felt so hard to endure were already behind him.


  All those feelings he’d thought he would never get through—of pain and being lost, of the struggles, surprises, and happy moments, and of the reluctance to part ways—were behind him now too. Some of those feelings had passed for good, while others recurred in an infinite loop, like the happiness and reassurance he felt whenever he was with Gu Fei. 


  Jiang Cheng slumped forward on his desk and turned his face to the side to watch his boyfriend.


  The happiness of each day would pass, but there was always new happiness blooming, every minute and every second.


  As far as he was concerned, pain and confusion were a straight line, and with every step forward, he was one step closer to the end. Happiness, however, was a circle.


   


  ***


   


  Before school let out that afternoon, Lao-Xu came into their classroom again to encourage everyone and remind them to please take it easy in these few days before the exams. He told everyone to go to bed early and not study as intensely as before.


  Jiang Cheng looked at the weariness tinged with nerves and excitement on Lao-Xu’s face—it mirrored the students’ moods. Then he looked at the single-digit countdown above his head and yawned.


  He would take it easy, then; he had already fought for so long. Jiang Cheng was never one to look back in regret, but even if he tried, there wasn’t much for him to regret in this past year.


  Now, he could finally relax and give his nerves a break. And skateboard with Gu Miao or something.


  As soon as they walked out of the school gates, they spotted Gu Miao outside. She looked like she had been waiting for ages, clearly bored out of her mind.


  Sitting on the railings by the sidewalk, Gu Miao sported her usual cold, detached expression and the extremely metal haircut Li Yan had given her. Her skateboard was on the ground, leaning beside her. When she saw them walk out, Gu Miao kicked her board, jumped onto it, and dashed right up to them.


  “Er-Miao!” Jiang Cheng bent down and grinned at her. But when he leaned over, he realized with a start that she seemed to have grown taller. He didn’t need to bend quite as far as before. He turned to Gu Fei and asked, “Did she get taller?”


  “Yup.” Gu Fei nodded. “Just this past half year, she grew almost four inches. She can’t even fit into last summer’s clothes anymore.”


  “I’ve been so busy studying that I haven’t had time to play with you,” Jiang Cheng said, looking back at Gu Miao. “I didn’t even notice that you’ve gotten so tall… Looking cool in those cropped pants, huh?”


  “Those are full-length pants she outgrew,” Gu Fei chimed in from beside him.


  “…Still, very cool.” Jiang Cheng snapped his fingers and gave her a thumbs-up.


  Gu Miao returned the greeting, clearly in a good mood, and rolled away to the side, beckoning to him.


  “Hold this.” Jiang Cheng tossed his backpack to Gu Fei and ran after her.


  The weather had been nice lately. It was the kind of early summer day that was balmy but not scorching hot. As he flew forward on the skateboard, Jiang Cheng felt a sense of soothing ease wash over his whole body. When he closed his eyes, he could imagine the shape of the gentle breeze slipping over his skin.


  He took turns with Gu Miao on the skateboard, racing all the way to the end of the block until there was sweat all over his forehead. Gu Miao’s face was sweaty, too, and covered with streaks of dirt from dragging her grubby hands across her face.


  “Here, clean your face.” Jiang Cheng hopped off the skateboard and handed her a tissue, then looked back the way they came.


  Gu Fei came pedaling up slowly on his bike, one hand pulling the handlebar of Jiang Cheng’s bike along. “Having fun, are you?” He put his foot on the ground when he stopped. “What do you think about my performance as your logistics manager?”


  “I forgot.” Jiang Cheng laughed as he took back his own bike and climbed on. “Er-Miao, want a tow?”


  With one foot on the skateboard, Gu Miao cocked her head and looked at him.


  “Let’s go!” Jiang Cheng stepped on the pedals and shot out.


  Gu Miao quickly caught up and dashed in front of him. She even had the nerve to look back and give him a whistle.


  “Little twerp!” Jiang Cheng tutted and pedaled hard a few times to pass her.


  The instant he did, Gu Miao grabbed hold of the back of the bike, pushed off with the momentum, and glided forward so they were neck and neck.


  “Awesome!” Jiang Cheng shouted. “Let’s go buy some jelly pudding cups!”


  When Gu Miao turned to face him, her eyes were twinkling. She quickly decelerated before grabbing the back seat of his bike and allowing herself to be towed.


  The two of them took Gu Miao to the supermarket for a stroll around the aisles. They brought their abundant haul of snacks back to the convenience store, where they found Li Yan asleep behind the counter, his head tilted back.


  When Li Yan heard them come in, though, he opened his eyes and said, “Esteemed young masters! Can you show a little sincerity when you ask a guy for a favor?!”


  “Sorry.” Jiang Cheng set the pile of snacks on the counter and handed a pudding cup to him. “We went to buy food for Er-Miao.”


  “I came to offer on-site service—I even brought a whole load of groceries,” Li Yan complained as he accepted the pudding cup. “But I ended up having to watch the store too.”


  “Where’s my mom?” Gu Fei asked. “Shouldn’t she be here in the afternoon?”


  “She went out with her boyfriend right after I got here.” Li Yan opened the pudding cup and handed it to Gu Miao. “Hey, this guy’s lasted a pretty long time. It’s the same one, right? She hasn’t switched yet?”


  “Mm-hm,” said Gu Fei. “Will you stay here and eat?”


  “Nah, I have a date after I give Master Jiang here his haircut,” Li Yan said.


  “Oho.” Gu Fei looked at him.


  “What?” Li Yan side-eyed him. “Is it ‘oho’ of me to have a date? You’ve been tormenting this poor single dog for a whole year, isn’t the dog allowed to fight back?”


  “Haircut,” Gu Fei said, then he took Gu Miao to the courtyard in the back to wash her face.


  Li Yan’s skills as a barber were impressive. He was comparable to, if not better than, all the Tonys, Jims, Kevins, and Peters with their fashionable English names and fancy-looking salons.


  “You could probably get a head stylist position at any random salon you walk into,” Jiang Cheng said, eyes closed.


  “Head stylist my ass,” Li Yan scoffed as he shaped Jiang Cheng’s bangs. “I’m not done enjoying myself yet.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng thought that was a perfectly valid reason.


  “You sure have great skin, Jiang Cheng,” Li Yan said. “How come you don’t get any acne with all this stress?”


  “Just goes to show that I’m not that stressed.”


  “Sure, go ahead and brag,” Li Yan said. “The way you’ve been studying every second of every day, I bet your eyes can’t even focus anymore. I ran into you on the street last week—did you see me?”


  “Nope. You didn’t call out to me?” Jiang Cheng chuckled.


  “I didn’t have the heart to, seeing you all dazed like that,” Li Yan said. “But you seem okay today. Are you managing to relax a little more now that the exam is so close?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Go ace that test and get an amazing score. In all my life here, I’ve never heard of anyone from this place doing well on the exams. They thank their ancestors just for getting into second-tier universities.”1


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.”


  “Don’t move, or you’re gonna wind up with a bald spot.” Li Yan mulled it over for a moment, then sighed. “Though when I think about it, you don’t really count as someone ‘from here.’ If you really do get a top score, it’ll be the Steelworks neighborhood and Fourth High that lucked out.”


  “If I’m not from here, then where am I from?” Jiang Cheng gave a little smile.


  Li Yan didn’t answer, just continued to snip away at his hair little by little. After a long time, he spoke again, out of nowhere. “Gu Fei is a really good guy.”


  “Mm-hm,” Jiang Cheng agreed.


  “He’s had it pretty rough ever since he was little. Hell, he has it rough even now.” Li Yan spoke quickly, like he was trying to get all this out before Gu Fei came back in. “I don’t know why he agreed to be with… Anyway, I just wanted to say that if you go off to school and start having second thoughts or something, we won’t let you off easy.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng opened his eyes just a crack.


  “We’ll team up and demolish you,” Li Yan said.


  “…Got it.” For a moment, Jiang Cheng was stunned, but then he chuckled and said, “I understand.”


   


  ***


   


  The last handful of days before the exam went by slower than the earlier days of endless, round-the-clock studying. Perhaps it was because by now, for better or worse, everyone was counting the seconds and hoping for June seventh to arrive sooner. The more they hoped, the slower the hours passed.


  But when the time came for the preliminary visit to the examination halls, anxiety and nerves suddenly filled the air once again.


  “I don’t even care anymore,” said Wang Xu, his face resolute. “I just want to get it over with. The sooner we die, the sooner our souls will move on.” 


  He’d always hoped he’d be put in the same examination hall as Jiang Cheng or Gu Fei—he said their presence would reassure him—but since he’d found out he wasn’t getting his wish, he repeated this mantra of resignation at least five times a day, pretty much every time he saw Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng might not have said anything, but his own thoughts weren’t that far from Wang Xu’s. The difference was that his wish only included Gu Fei, not Captain Wang Jiuri.


  This wasn’t a big city with a lot of high schools, but the chances of them being grouped in the same exam location were still very low. Jiang Cheng was overjoyed when he found out he and Gu Fei had been assigned to the same testing center and the same floor, even though they were in different halls.


  The organized preliminary visit to the examination halls painted a new layer of nervousness over everyone’s hearts. It was probably because they’d all been leading the same monotonous lives for so long. When they were faced abruptly with a completely unfamiliar new battleground—the strange environment, the silent peers, the stern-faced teachers, the proctors already stationed in their places—everything about it unnerved them.


  As they rode their bikes home from the testing center, Jiang Cheng suddenly squeezed on his brakes. “You have to stay with me tonight,” he said. “You can’t leave my side for even a minute. I’m a little scared.”


  Gu Fei nodded. “Mm. I’ll stay with you.” 


  “Are you scared? Panicked?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “No shit! Of course I’m scared.” Gu Fei laughed. “That’s why I’m sticking by your side, too. It’ll make me feel more grounded.”


  “I said it before: I can prove myself, no matter where I am,” Jiang Cheng said. “And right now, the only way I can prove myself is to ace these exams. I have to.”


  “You don’t even have to perform above your usual level. Just do what you’ve always done. Don’t you know yourself after all this time?”


  “No.” Jiang Cheng frowned. “Do you?”


  Gu Fei smiled at him. “I’d say so.”


  “That’s good enough for me, then. As long as you know me, I’m not going to worry about anything else.” Jiang Cheng continued pedaling forward. “If you know me, that’s enough.”


  “You’re not gonna study tonight, are you?” Gu Fei caught up to him.


  “Nah, I’m not going to touch the books,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m going to meditate.”


  “Meditate on what?” 


  “I want to sort through everything once in my mind,” Jiang Cheng replied. “Sit there with my legs crossed, and whoosh! Play the whole thing through like a movie. That way it’ll be easier to search for what I need during the exam tomorrow.”


  “Then I’ll meditate too,” said Gu Fei. “Sit there with my legs crossed, and whoosh! Play back the images of you memorizing stuff for the past year in my mind. That way it’ll be easier to guess the answers tomorrow.”


  “Maybe you should…perform above your usual level tomorrow,” Jiang Cheng said with a smile.


  Gu Fei nodded. “All right.”


   


  ***


   


  That evening was not so different from any other evening. Gu Fei went home to see Gu Miao, played with her for a while, then headed over to Jiang Cheng’s place.


  Jiang Cheng had already taken the vegetables out of the fridge and very diligently washed and chopped them.


  “What do you think?” With his other hand on his hip, Jiang Cheng swept a dramatic gesture over the vegetables. “Isn’t this perfect?!”


  “Yes, very perfect.” Gu Fei hugged him from behind, nuzzling the crook of his neck. “Just one question, though: We got celery, napa cabbage, onions, and bell peppers. How do you plan on putting them together?”


  “Celery stir-fried with meat, napa cabbage stir-fried with meat, onions stir-fried with meat, and bell peppers stir-fried with meat,” Jiang Cheng answered without even batting an eye. “Top it off with a napa cabbage and mince soup. Four dishes and one soup, a good balance of veggies and protein.”


  “All righty, sir, we’ll do what you said. It’s not a bad idea to keep it light tonight.” Gu Fei released him, walked to the counter, and got to work.


  Jiang Cheng stepped back and leaned against the wall, watching Gu Fei’s back. 


  He actually hadn’t been thinking very much about the exam for the last couple of days. Instead, thoughts about what was going to happen after this summer kept flitting through his mind.


  After this summer ended, he would have a new school, a new environment, a new life, and the unsettling new feeling of not having Gu Fei by his side.


  Jiang Cheng wasn’t one to get anxious easily. But so much had happened in the past year; if it hadn’t been for Gu Fei, he didn’t know how he could’ve come out the other side. Besides, he was used to having Gu Fei next to him. He only needed to look up to see Gu Fei, turn around to find Gu Fei, to reach out and touch Gu Fei. Whether his eyes were open or closed, Gu Fei would always be there. If this stability were to be broken, he didn’t know how long it would take him to get used to it.


  And as for the warm comfort of the present, he did not want to miss even a second of it.


  Gu Fei’s cooking really wasn’t that great. Even after so much practice, he saw no improvement. Just by his movements as he cooked, it was clear that he was not exactly a talented chef. Tsk, tsk, Jiang Cheng thought, how have I coped eating only Gu Fei’s cooking all this time—and not just coped, but thoroughly enjoyed it too?


  It was true: Love wasn’t just blind, it also had no sense of taste.


  They didn’t bother doing anything else after dinner. They went straight into the bedroom, opened the curtains, sat on the bed, faced the dark night sky outside, and started to meditate.


  They were completely serious about it—eyes closed, legs crossed, everything. At first, Gu Fei even pressed his palms together in front of his chest, as if in prayer. But after he took a glance in Jiang Cheng’s direction, he burst out laughing and said, “Oh, so meditation isn’t the same as praying to Buddha?”


  “…If you want to pray, that’s fine too,” Jiang Cheng said, cracking up. “I call it meditating, but I’m really just closing my eyes and quietly going over everything I studied in the last year.”


  “All righty.” Gu Fei rested his hands on his knees and closed his eyes.


  Jiang Cheng continued his mental review, remembering every essential point in each subject one by one. The gears of the human brain turned very quickly, but going over every single point in a subject still took a lot of time.


  Jiang Cheng had just started reviewing History when he heard a thump beside him, followed by the mattress bouncing a few times. He turned to see Gu Fei asleep on his side, one leg still curled in a cross-legged position.


  “Oh, shit.” Jiang Cheng cackled at him for a while. He kept laughing as he pulled out his phone and snapped a few photos.


  Even with him laughing like this, Gu Fei still didn’t wake up; he was in a deep slumber. Jiang Cheng put his phone away and let out a soft sigh. He reached over and stuffed a pillow under Gu Fei’s head, then pulled a thin towel blanket over him.


  “You’ve worked hard, boyfriend.” He planted a kiss on Gu Fei’s lips.


  Gu Fei might not have spent much energy on studying these past several months, but Jiang Cheng knew how much energy he’d spent on taking care of him while he studied. Now that exams were finally here, the last tightly wound nerve in Gu Fei’s system was able to relax.


  It was the first time he’d seen Gu Fei just pass out like that. Jiang Cheng spent quite a while just staring at him.


  Handsome indeed. Tsk, tsk.


  Jiang Cheng also slept very soundly that night. He felt serene, as if he had spent a thousand days sharpening his blades and now he was about to finally take out the enemy with his own two hands.


  Perhaps he was too serene—so serene that he didn’t even hear the alarm on his phone go off in the morning. Gu Fei had to shove him and roll him over before he suddenly jolted awake and leaped straight from his prone position on the bed to stand on the floor.


  Gu Fei sat stunned at the edge of the bed. “…How limber of you, young hero.”


  Jiang Cheng stared at him. “Are we late?”


  “Nahh, babe.” Gu Fei rose and pulled him into his arms, rubbing his back for a while. “We have enough time to wash up and eat breakfast, and even to walk to the exam center afterward.” 


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng let out a breath of relief and leaned into Gu Fei’s embrace. “Scared me.”


  Gu Fei had already bought breakfast—meat buns, dough fritters, and tofu pudding. They were all things they ate all the time, to prevent any digestive mishaps.


  After breakfast, just as they were about to leave, Jiang Cheng’s phone rang. It was a call from Lao-Xu. “Don’t rush. I’m waiting for you guys outside the examination center. Don’t forget your IDs. Don’t stuff yourself at breakfast. Don’t eat anything cold…”


  “Yes, got it,” said Jiang Cheng. “Lao-Xu, are you calling to remind everyone one by one?”


  “Yeah,” Lao-Xu said. “Mr. Lu is at the other examination center doing the same thing. Every year we have people forgetting or misplacing one thing or another.”


  There was no way they would have forgotten anything—Jiang Cheng had prepared all of his and Gu Fei’s things the night before. Even though it was just their IDs and two small bottles of water with the labels removed, he’d still checked over everything at least three times.


  “Did you wanna bring a book to review on the way there?” Gu Fei asked him at the door.


  “Nope.” Jiang Cheng pulled open the door and bounded out. “I can’t take in any more information at this point. It’ll just disorient me.”


  “Okay.” Gu Fei locked the door behind them. “Let’s go. We’ll take a cab over.”


  The two of them strolled together to the end of the block. Jiang Cheng was just about to check and see if there were any taxis coming in the distance when he heard a voice call out from behind him: “Jiang Cheng?”


  For a few seconds, he was a little confused. He didn’t recognize the voice, yet he somehow felt he had heard it before. He turned around, and was shocked to see Li Qian standing a dozen feet behind him.


  “What…are you doing here?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “I’ve been hanging around here for a while. You changed your number, so I couldn’t call you.” Li Qian gave him a little smile. “I’ve been coming here for a couple days but I never ran into you. I didn’t think it’d be appropriate to ask Da-Fei.”


  “Did something happen?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “No, nothing.” Li Qian was holding a plastic bag in her hand. She hesitated for a moment before handing it to him. “You’re starting the exams today, aren’t you? I brought this for you. I wanted to cheer you on.”


  Jiang Cheng was so taken aback he couldn’t get a single word out.


  “Thank you.” Gu Fei accepted the bag for him.


  Only then did Jiang Cheng come back to his senses. “Thank you.”


  “You guys should get going, then,” Li Qian said. “Hey Xiao-Cheng, good luck today. Break a leg.”


  “Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered.


  Once they got in the taxi, he opened the bag Li Qian had given him. Inside was a box of North American ginseng tablets. 


  “You should put one in your mouth now to wake yourself up,” Gu Fei said.


  Jiang Cheng smiled and put a tab in his mouth, then handed one to Gu Fei too. “I never would’ve expected Li Qian to come see me off.”


  “Li Qian never even went to high school,” said Gu Fei. “Li Baoguo only ever cared about Li Hui. Back then she wanted to go to a vocational school or something, just to get away from this place, but Li Baoguo wouldn’t let her… Seeing you write your way out is probably a kind of solace for her.”


  “Yeah.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything more. He took Gu Fei’s hand and squeezed it tight.




  Chapter 102


   


  “YOU BOYS ARE GOING to the university entrance exam, right?” the driver asked.


  “Yes,” Jiang Cheng replied.


  “From Fourth High?”


  “Mm-hm,” said Gu Fei.


  “Best of luck! Don’t stress out. It’s just an exam, eh? Nothing to get all worked up about. You can only do well if you’re nice and relaxed,” the driver told them. “I graduated from Fourth High myself, but I didn’t do well because I was too nervous.”


  Jiang Cheng responded with a smile. “Ah.”


  “Really, trust me.” The driver glanced at them through the rearview mirror. “You two probably don’t get very good grades normally, do you? You have even less reason to be nervous, then. If you try to go into it with a relaxed mind, maybe you can manage to outperform yourself.”


  “Oh.” Gu Fei started laughing, squeezing Jiang Cheng’s hand.


  “Uh-huh, then I’ll try to relax and see if I can outperform myself,” Jiang Cheng said, laughing too.


  When they arrived at the testing center, the driver refused to take their money. “This here is a Compassionate Exam Fleet,” he said. “We’ve been giving free rides to all the examinees today! Hurry up and go in!”


  There was still ample time before they were due to go in, but a crowd had already gathered outside. A multitude of people and cars were here to see the students off, and there were several police cars and ambulances waiting on standby, with free exam shuttle buses parked beside them.


  Anyone who hadn’t been nervous already would become nervous at the sight of this spectacle.


  “Here! Over here!” Lao-Xu started waving as soon as he spotted them. His voice already sounded hoarse.


  The two of them walked over and picked up their admission cards from him. Quite a few students and parents were huddled around Lao-Xu, all of them wearing solemn expressions on their faces—especially the parents, who seemed a lot more solemn than their kids.


  “How did you sleep?” Lao-Xu asked.


  “Pretty well,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Try to relax, and I’m sure you won’t have any problems. Don’t drink too much water during the exam.” Lao-Xu pointed to one side. “Remember to go to the bathroom first.”


  “Mm-hm.” Gu Fei smiled. “You should save your voice for later. If you wear yourself out now, how are you supposed to carry on yelling?”


  “I have lozenges,” Lao-Xu croaked, taking one from his pocket and popping it in his mouth.


  Since it wasn’t yet time to enter the halls, they found a spot away from the crowd where they could wait.


  Gu Fei crouched off to the side with a cigarette in his mouth while Jiang Cheng stood beside him, staring at the top of his head and spacing out. For some reason, he was getting a little nervous now. Not about the impending exams, but about not being able to pull Gu Fei into his arms in broad daylight.


  …Of course, the reason he wanted to hug Gu Fei in the first place was probably still the exam nerves.


  Get a grip, Cheng-ge. You already threw down the gauntlet. You said you would be able to prove yourself no matter what, Contestant Jiang Cheng.


  “Hey.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the time; there were still more than ten minutes to go. He gave Gu Fei a little kick. “Let’s go to the bathroom.”


  Gu Fei stood up and looked at him with a smile. “Do you really need to go, or are you just nervous?”


  “Just in case.” Jiang Cheng turned and started heading toward the bathroom. After a few steps, he turned around again. “But to be honest, I am nervous. Holy shit, I’m so fucking nervous that I feel like bouncing around right now. What’s wrong with me?”


  “So you overachievers get nervous too.” Gu Fei laughed as he ran to catch up to Jiang Cheng so they could walk side by side. “But it’s the University Entrance Exam—try finding anybody who isn’t nervous.”


  “Are you nervous?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Of course,” Gu Fei said. “No matter how much I mess up, I can’t let myself fail, so I’m nervous too.”


  Miraculously, there was no one else in the bathroom. Jiang Cheng backed up a step to peek outside and saw that the people behind them were still a good distance away. He dashed quickly into the bathroom behind Gu Fei, who was standing at the urinal about to pee, and wrapped his arms tightly around him, trapping Gu Fei’s arms against his body.


  “Ah! Fuck!” Gu Fei jumped in surprise, then turned slightly and said in a hushed voice, “I was just pulling it out. You almost made me strangle it!”


  Jiang Cheng burst out laughing with Gu Fei in his arms. He didn’t let go and step away until the voices outside started getting close.


  When they walked out of the bathroom, Gu Fei reached out and rubbed Jiang Cheng’s back. “Hey, Cheng-ge.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “You da best—!” Gu Fei said.


  Jiang Cheng cracked up again. “Mwah-mwah—!”


  Before long it was time to enter the exam hall. Everyone fell silent as they began to file in, the word “nervous” plastered across each and every face. Jiang Cheng, however, suddenly felt a sense of calm wash over him. It was often like this for him—once the issue was actually in front of him, his nerves disappeared and he stopped stressing over it.


  He hadn’t skimped on quizzes and tests over the past year or so, and most of them had been pretty high on the difficulty scale. He had come all this way, and he had never once gotten a particularly low score.


  Even when he was little, Jiang Cheng had never had the experience of performing severely below expectations. There were only a handful of times when he’d bombed his tests, and even then, it was only because he hadn’t prepared properly. Not to mention, the so-called “bombing” was only where his parents’ expectations were concerned. By Pan Zhi’s standards, it would’ve been overperforming.


  After passing through the security checkpoint, Jiang Cheng sat in his designated seat and laid out his things at the corner of the desk according to regulations. He looked around, but didn’t see anyone he recognized.


  He leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes, and took in a deep breath before releasing it in one long exhale.


  All right. Let’s do this.


  The second the proctor began to recite the exam hall rules, Jiang Cheng sealed himself off in his own little bubble. The teacher’s voice quickly faded away, and so did the minute sounds of papers rustling, the quiet clattering against the desks when everyone picked up their pencils, the light dragging of chairs against the floor, the low coughs… All of it vanished from his ears.


  With the paper spread out in front of him, he picked up his pencil, twirled it once in his hand, and started to skim through the questions.


  The person sitting in the seat in front of him was wearing a yellow top. Glowing brightly in Jiang Cheng’s peripheral vision, it was almost like the yellow light bulb that illuminated his nightly study sessions at his desk. The familiar state of mind he’d been cultivating for most of the past year returned in an instant.


  There would be a stack of books to his right, all kinds of worksheets and notes on his left, and—most of the time—to the left of that, at the corner of the desk, would be his boyfriend. The boyfriend sometimes rested his head on one hand as he leaned there, playing on his phone with the other. And sometimes he was folded over the corner of the desk, watching Jiang Cheng.


  Whenever Jiang Cheng said “quiz me,” his boyfriend would immediately pick up a book and flip it open.


   


  ***


   


  Once he’d finished reading the essay section, Jiang Cheng flipped back to the first page and started answering the questions.


  The essay wasn’t particularly difficult. He hadn’t worked with a prompt like this before, but he was able to quickly narrow down a theme and, when he searched his memories, he found similar content he had written that could be adapted for this. If he could finish the essay in the amount of time he allotted himself, that gave him plenty of leeway to answer the rest of the questions.
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  Rows upon rows of text lay before his eyes, and his ears were filled with the sound of his pencil scratching on the answer card and his own quiet, even breathing.


  All was calm.


  One benefit of having worked through a million question banks was that he had a very precise grasp of the timing. Jiang Cheng didn’t need to look up at the clock; he could make a pretty good guess of how much time had passed from his own pace alone. Every time Gu Fei timed him on the mock tests, and whenever he did the practice exams at school, he would always get to the essay question within five minutes of his own designated deadline.


  Today was no different. When he looked up at the time after a brief review of his answers, he saw that his estimate was as accurate as ever.


  Contestant Jiang Cheng’s mastery of time demonstrates just how powerful a master’s psyche is in a face-off.


  Contestant Jiang Cheng is in the perfect frame of mind at this moment. You can tell by the speed with which he reviewed his completed answers. There were very few questions he was unsure about. It seems Contestant Jiang Cheng prepared well for this battle.


  All right, now we will see his analysis and interpretation of the essay section.


  Et cetera, et cetera…


  Now let’s continue to follow Contestant Jiang Cheng’s battle.


  He quickly drafted a rough essay outline on scratch paper, making note of the points he wanted to address in the various sections. Then, after he’d looked through it to make sure nothing was amiss, he began to write.


  Contestant Jiang Cheng’s handwriting was kind of ugly. Despite targeted training in the final stretch leading up to the exams, it still proved a challenge to present a good impression to the judge right off the bat when the writing was this dense and there was so much of it…


  If he wanted to keep his writing neat, he would have to compromise on his speed. This was also why Contestant Jiang Cheng had given himself more time than usual for this section of the competition.


  It would appear contestant Jiang Cheng is a man with a plan!


  As Jiang Cheng dotted the final period on his essay, he glanced at the clock. There was still time—enough to double-check all the other answers.


  He twirled the pencil lightly between his fingers a few times and quickly went through everything from the top. He remembered a few he was unsure about, so he focused most of his attention on those during his check. However, even if he came up with a different answer upon a second look, he would not easily change the answers. The first judgment had been made before his brain was scrambled by everything else; that was often the most accurate. He only changed one answer during the second check, leaving the rest untouched.


  When the proctor announced that five minutes remained, Jiang Cheng finally and slowly emerged from his bubble of self-isolation.


  The objects around him gradually regained color and movement, and sounds began to drift back into his ears little by little. The world came back into focus in the tiny breeze that disturbed the air when the proctor walked quietly past him, the sounds of papers shuffling all over the room, the anxious last-minute corrections, and the friction of an eraser rubbing against paper, gently rocking the desk with it…


  The bell that signaled the end of the exam sounded especially clear.


  Hearing the chime, Jiang Cheng let out a long breath and swiftly shut out all thoughts related to the exam he’d just written from his mind. Whatever the result would be, it was over. 


   


  ***


   


  He spotted Gu Fei as soon as he left the exam hall.


  Even from a distance, Gu Fei gave him a big grin and arched his brows. The smile in his eyes jolted Jiang Cheng wide awake. When his facial muscles lifted to return Gu Fei’s smile, after over two hours totally slack, he felt a thoroughly pleasant feeling spread through him, as though his whole body was unfurling in one big stretch.


  “How was it?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Feeling pretty great about myself.” Jiang Cheng raised his arms and stretched hard. “Nothing I was really unsure about. I feel like the difficulty of this one was on par with the second practice exam… You?”


  “It was all right,” said Gu Fei. “I feel the same about any exam I do; I just write what I know and make up the rest.”


  “Did you make up a lot?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Not too much. I had a vague idea about most of it.” The corner of Gu Fei’s mouth lifted. “After all, I’ve been studying with my boyfriend every day.” 


  Lao-Xu was waiting for them outside, doling out consolations and encouragement for everyone. “Good job, you all did such a good job! Don’t think about it now that it’s done. Relax and get some rest, then keep up the good fight this afternoon. I’ll be waiting for you in the same spot as this morning… Hey, Jiang Cheng! How did it go?!”


  “Didn’t you say not to think about it now that we’re done?” said Jiang Cheng.


  “…Oh. Right, right.” For a brief moment, disappointment flashed through Lao-Xu’s expression, but he quickly regained his high-spirited tone. “Don’t eat anything too greasy for lunch, and don’t get too full. Make sure to rest well—”


  “It went pretty well,” Jiang Cheng interrupted him, smiling.


  Lao-Xu blinked, then a grin spread across his face, so wide that it could hardly be contained. “You little rascal! How can you tease me at a time like this?! I knew you’d ace it!”


  Laughing, Jiang Cheng nodded at him. “Mm-hm.”


  “And what about Gu Fei?!” Lao-Xu turned to Gu Fei. “You scoundrel, you look the same no matter how well you do. I can never tell with you.”


  “It was all right,” said Gu Fei. “At least I answered all the questions and wrote a complete essay.”


  “That’s good! You’ll be just fine, then!” Lao-Xu clapped him on the shoulder. “Keep it up in the afternoon!”


   


  ***


   


  They didn’t plan on going home for lunch. Jiang Cheng had forbidden himself from taking afternoon naps; whenever he did, he always slept like a dog, especially in weather like this. When he got up from a half-hour nap, he’d need another full hour to be fully conscious again. For the sake of keeping his brain in working condition, he couldn’t sleep.


  “Should we have dumplings?” said Jiang Cheng. “That’s simple and tasty. With some braised beef slices…”


  “Aren’t braised beef slices served chilled?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Yeah, no shit. It tastes better cold.” Jiang Cheng swallowed. After a whole morning of wound-up nerves, he was positively famished.


  “You can’t have cold food; it might not be sanitary.” Gu Fei shot down the idea without a second thought.


  “I’ll just have a few cloves of garlic with it,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “And then go back to the exams with garlic breath?” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Just dumplings, nothing else.”


  “…Cruel and unusual punishment,” Jiang Cheng remarked, glaring at him.


  “Don’t like it? Keep it to yourself.” Gu Fei turned away from him.


  “Don’t copy my words.” Jiang Cheng gave him a little shove.


  “I just did. You got a problem with that?” retorted Gu Fei, turning back with a vicious scowl. “Keep. It. To. Yourself.”


  Jiang Cheng stayed quiet as he held eye contact, staring back at Gu Fei. But after a while, he couldn’t hold it in anymore—he burst out cackling. “Fuck me.”


  “Sure, let’s do it. Come on.” Gu Fei opened his arms and made cooing sounds. “C’mon, ohhhhhh…”


  “Shut your mouth.” Jiang Cheng looked around. Everyone around them wore either grave expressions or deep frowns on their faces. They were the only ones giggling like they’d already finished all the exams. “Have some decorum, will you?”


  “Nahhh, what good is decorum? All I need is you.”


  “Damn. Okay,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Fine, dumplings it is.”


  Quite a few people were crowded inside the dumpling restaurant, many of them examinees. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei had only just sat down when the boss lady came by their table. “Just finished an exam, huh?”


  “Yep.” Gu Fei nodded.


  “Here, take your pick.” The boss lady set the menu on their table. “Auntie’s giving all you examinees fifty percent off for the next two days.”


  Jiang Cheng smiled at her. “Thank you.” 


  Gu Fei was adamant about not getting any cold dishes, but seeing how desperate Jiang Cheng was for some meat, he still ended up ordering them a plate of sautéed beef. Halfway through their meal, Jiang Cheng got a call from Pan Zhi. 


  “Gramps! How was it?! Have you straight up ascended to the heavens as a god?!”


  “Yeah, you better hold on to my legs,” Jiang Cheng said. “And what about you? Have you taken off yet?”


  “Taken off, my ass. I’m on the ground holding on to your legs, aren’t I?” Pan Zhi sounded like he was in a pretty good mood, though the guy’s single biggest strength was his ability to remain unshaken even when he got seventeen points on a test. “Anyway, I’m just the same old me. No way for me to take off without anything short of a miracle.”


  “Have you eaten yet?” said Jiang Cheng, laughing. “Your mom must’ve prepared a big feast for you, huh?” 


  “I’ll eat in a minute. I just wanted to check in and see how you’re doing, so I can report back to Lao-Yuan,” Pan Zhi said. “I think he wants to ask, but he’s worried it’ll affect your mood.”


  “You can tell him for me: I’m doing fine. I performed as well as I usually did, and my mind is calm.”


  “Okay. Keep soaring in the afternoon.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng chuckled as he stuffed a dumpling in his mouth.


  The businesses around the testing center were all very considerate. After lunch, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei were strolling along the street for a while when they saw a coffee shop that offered itself as a free resting place for examinees and their parents. When they went in and sat down in a booth, the server even brought over a jug of freshly squeezed juice on the house. Gu Fei asked if they could get a warm drink instead, and the server gladly switched it for hot fruit tea.


  “You’re such a grandma,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Keep your opinions to yourself.” Gu Fei poured a cup for him. “Drink this and take a good rest.”


  Jiang Cheng chuckled as he took a sip. He leaned back in the chair and stretched his legs, looking out at the gradually emptying street outside.


  There were fewer pedestrians and cars now that the examinees and their parents had all left. Some had gone to eat, and some to nap; all of a sudden, the crowded, bustling street had become quiet.


  The sunlight grew a little prickly, as if his anxiety and restlessness had begun to seep through after the brief respite of finishing one exam. But when he turned to look at Gu Fei sitting beside him with his eyes closed and arms crossed, he felt his heart unclench.


   


  ***


   


  Thanks to the excellent rest he had at lunchtime, Jiang Cheng was bursting with energy in the afternoon. And now that he’d already gone through one subject, he was used to the unfamiliar and tense atmosphere of the exam. When he was seated once again in the testing hall, he felt almost at ease…especially since he was much more confident about Math than Chinese. He didn’t need to expend extra energy to focus on his handwriting, either.


  It was also easier for Jiang Cheng to enter a flow state when he was doing math problems; he couldn’t even hear the scratching of his own pencil against the paper. The only thing he heard was the incessant rambling in his own mind as he worked through each question. Contestant Jiang Cheng is doing this and that, blah blah blah, et cetera et cetera…


  A flawless problem-solving master, Contestant Jiang Cheng may have chosen the Humanities stream, but one can still see his excellent STEM abilities when he works on math problems…


  Jiang Cheng stuck to his old routine. The first time through, he quickly solved all the questions that were immediately obvious to him; on his second pass, he went back and worked on the ones that made him hesitate, and on the third he checked over his answers and redid the few he was still unsure about.


  As the end of the exam approached, his brain was running so fast it could stir up a gust of wind. Even the teacher’s countdown reminder was swept far into the distance, like a voice calling to him from outside a dream.


  He was still a bit dazed as he walked out of the hall after the exam. It wasn’t until they’d walked all the way to the gates that he finally said to Gu Fei, “I think my Math exam went pretty well too.”


  “Holy hell,” Gu Fei said quietly, his voice filled with relief. “You finally spoke. You had me scared half to death.”


  “Ah…” Jiang Cheng turned to him and started laughing. “I just took some time to come around.”


  “The way you were acting, it was like you missed all of the major compound questions at the back or something.” Gu Fei let out a long breath. “I didn’t even dare to ask.”


  “My bad,” Jiang Cheng laughed as he slung his arm over Gu Fei’s shoulder. “Let’s find somewhere private so I can give you a good smooch.”


  “…We can smooch when we get home.” Gu Fei gave him a look. “Can you hold it in for that long?”


  Jiang Cheng snapped his fingers. “Sure can.”


  Lao-Xu was still waiting for them outside, but Jiang Cheng noticed that he didn’t look nearly as cheerful as he had in the morning; even his words of encouragement were a little different.


  “Try to relax, and don’t put pressure on yourself,” Lao-Xu said to him. “Just treat it like any normal test. Make sure to go home and get a proper meal, then go to bed early. Relax, relax!”


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know why Lao-Xu made such a point of telling him to relax, though he did feel pretty relaxed at the moment. The comprehensive Humanities exam tomorrow would be a little trickier, since there was so much to memorize. However, he had spent so much time on memorization over the past few months that it could make a god cry. And the exam the next afternoon was English, his strong suit, so he had nothing to worry about there.


  There were many taxis and shuttle buses parked near the examination center offering free service to the examinees. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei found a vacant taxi and climbed into it.


  The driver had so much to say over the course of the ride that there was hardly enough space in the small cab to contain all his words; he was full of all kinds of encouragement, well-wishes, and laments over how he should have studied harder back in the day.


  His rant was only cut short when Gu Fei’s phone started to ring.


  “Da-Fei!” It was Wang Xu on the other end, his voice sounding teary.


  “What’s wrong?” A little taken aback at first, Gu Fei immediately became anxious. “Are you okay? What happened?”


  “It’s over for Yi Jing! Her exams this year are totally toast!” Wang Xu was fully crying now.


  “What do you mean? Don’t run your mouth,” Gu Fei chided him. “What do you mean, ‘over’? It’s not even over for you—how could it be over for her?”


  “She fainted again during math,” Wang Xu sobbed. “She got sent to the hospital halfway through the exam!”


  Wang Xu shouted the last sentence into the receiver, so Jiang Cheng, sitting beside Gu Fei, heard it as clear as day. He turned to look at Gu Fei in shock. “Yi Jing?”


  Gu Fei nodded. He asked a few more questions before hanging up.


  “You’re not going to try to console him some more?” Jiang Cheng said. “The way he was crying…”


  “…I don’t know how,” Gu Fei sighed.


  That much was true. It was rare for Gu Fei to give anyone a warm expression, never mind provide consolation. Jiang Cheng furrowed his brow and said, “I wonder what happened to Yi Jing. No wonder Lao-Xu looked so grim.”


  “You and Yi Jing are his two biggest hopes.” Gu Fei put his phone back in his pocket and turned to him. “But you shouldn’t dwell on this. Don’t think that—”


  “Don’t worry.” Jiang Cheng quirked a smile at him. “It’s not going to affect my mental state. I just think it’s too bad for Yi Jing.”


  “Too much pressure, probably,” said Gu Fei. “Especially since she’s always wanted to get into a good school…”


  “And leave this place, right?” Jiang Cheng smiled. “So she gave it everything she’s got, all of her effort and energy, and all of the pressure…”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.


  “You don’t have to worry about that for me.” Jiang Cheng pondered for a moment, then turned back to him and said in a very low voice, “I have a family that’s counting on me, yeah? I need to be steady on my feet and make sure every step is on solid ground.”




  Chapter 103


   


  THAT EVENING, Jiang Cheng continued his habit of “meditation,” mentally combing through everything he had reviewed and memorized recently for the subjects being tested the next day. He didn’t touch the books, notes, or other study materials on his desk again, and instead focused only on what was already in his mind.


  Gu Fei didn’t join the meditation session this time. He had nothing to “meditate” on. He’d done surprisingly okay on today’s exams—these would probably be his best grades in his three years of high school—and now he just had to keep this good feeling going.


  After shutting the bedroom door, he went into the living room and called Wang Xu for an update on Yi Jing.


  According to Wang Xu, she’d been carted off to the hospital before she could finish her math exam. When she woke up, she cried her eyes out and refused to stay in the hospital for a second longer—she wanted to go home and review for the exams the next day.


  “She still has a high fever,” Wang Xu said. “I feel like her emotional state is a mess right now. If she goes to the exams like this tomorrow…who knows how she’s going to do?”


  “You’re at her place right now?” Gu Fei asked.


  “You think I could’ve come up with an excuse to be in her home at a time like this? Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu went up there just now,” Wang Xu sighed. “I’ve been standing outside this whole time.”


  “You should go home,” said Gu Fei. “Or are you going to follow her lead and bomb your own exams tomorrow?”


  “It makes no difference whether I bomb it or not; I’m just going through the motions. You know that. It’s just…” Wang Xu paused. “I wanted to tell you something, Da-Fei. If Yi Jing bombs her exams and wants to redo them next year, I’ll do it with her.”


  Wang Xu spoke with firm determination. It was nothing like the way he usually spoke when he boasted and ran his mouth. Instead, he sounded solemn and ceremonial. Gu Fei had the feeling that he was serious this time.


  Oh, the power of young love.


  After ending the call, Gu Fei lit a cigarette and held it between his lips. Standing at the window, he looked out at the streets. They were more serene than usual.


  Compared to Yi Jing, Jiang Cheng was in a much more stable state of mind. It was an aspect of his character that Gu Fei had always wholeheartedly admired. The stubborn self-confidence Jiang Cheng exuded was not baseless. Even if he wasn’t your typical overachiever, he had the means to achieve his goals.


  If it wasn’t for Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei figured he’d be simply going through the motions for the university entrance exams, just as Wang Xu planned to. He didn’t know what the point was in him taking these exams. What difference was it to him whether he got a high or low score?


  But after keeping Jiang Cheng company through this entire journey, despite constantly coming up with new ways to give Jiang Cheng peace of mind while he studied, he found it was Jiang Cheng who had given him even more.


  Perhaps Jiang Cheng hadn’t been through as much as he had. Perhaps those rifts and trenches hadn’t been in his way for quite as long, but Jiang Cheng’s self-assuredness in facing any setback head-on was something Gu Fei had never possessed.


  The more he saw this side of Jiang Cheng, the more despondent Gu Fei felt.


  He’d stayed at the bottom of the river for far too long, swaying aimlessly along with the current of sand and silt around him. The more he wanted to get closer to Jiang Cheng, the more clearly he could see the differences between them.


  It was his first time taking a test with such earnestness, and his first time genuinely searching his memories for answers before putting pencil to paper.


  But after that…what else could he do? He found himself suddenly at a loss.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng went to sleep very early that night. He was already showered and in bed before ten o’clock, having finished combing through the contents of his mind. “Why don’t you sing me a lullaby, boyfriend?”


  “…I’ve never even sung one for Er-Miao.” Gu Fei sat down on the edge of the bed, considered for a moment, then started in a low voice, “Good little bunny, open the door…”2 


  With his eyes closed, Jiang Cheng started laughing. But before Gu Fei could even get through the song once, he was already asleep.


  Gu Fei didn’t feel sleepy. He picked up one of Jiang Cheng’s notebooks, flipped it open, and started to read through it slowly as he leaned against the headboard. He was pretty impressed with himself—as he looked over the notes, he realized he’d retained quite a few things, and for the stuff he didn’t remember, he at least had a vague impression. He couldn’t tell if this knowledge had been subtly shoved into his head by Jiang Cheng, or if he had forced himself to swallow it.


  He turned and stared at Jiang Cheng, who had buried half his face into the pillow. What an adorable boyfriend…


  After staring for a while, he reached out, picked up a tuft of hair on Jiang Cheng’s forehead, and rubbed it between his fingers. Before he could rub it again, Jiang Cheng retaliated with a reflexive slap, his brow furrowed. Half of the slap made contact with Gu Fei’s hand, while the other half landed on Jiang Cheng’s own cheek. He grumbled to himself, rolled over, and continued sleeping.


  Gu Fei smiled. What a badass boyfriend. So badass he spares no one, not even himself.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t actually end up sleeping that soundly; he tossed and turned for the whole night. Fortunately, Gu Fei was used to restless sleep, so it didn’t make much of a difference.


  He was, however, astounded to find Jiang Cheng looking full of energy in the morning.


  “Just one last battle today and we’ll be free.” In the taxi, Jiang Cheng picked out two ginseng tabs and handed one to Gu Fei. “This American ginseng from Li Qian isn’t half bad. It’s pretty effective at waking you up.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.


  “Remember to fill up all the spaces for the big questions on the comprehensive exam. Even if you only remember one sentence, try to expand and drag a few more lines out of it.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Got it? You have nice handwriting. The more you write, the better impression the teachers will have, and they may just give you an extra point or two if they’re feeling generous. Even half a point counts.”


  “All right.” Gu Fei chuckled. “How do you still have the energy to worry about me?”


  “I have no energy to spare for anyone else,” Jiang Cheng said. “But for you, I have an abundance of it.”


   


  ***


   


  Inside the exam hall, Gu Fei sat down in his designated seat. This was the last day.


  His academic career, something he had never burdened with much hope, was at a pivotal point. 


  Gu Fei had never expected to have so many feelings about this particular event.


  The papers, now handed out, were spread in front of him, and he picked up his pencil and put it to the page. Every stroke and every line was filled with memories of Jiang Cheng. Everything he associated with these questions had to do with Jiang Cheng.


  Whenever something looked familiar, he would first recall the way Jiang Cheng looked when he was memorizing these segments. He might not remember the details of certain questions word for word, but he could remember very clearly a time—or every time—he’d quizzed Jiang Cheng on them. It was fascinating, really, to think that despite his complete lack of interest, he’d managed to remember so much in this way—whether vaguely or otherwise.


  As per Jiang Cheng’s instructions, he filled in as much as he could for the Comprehensive Exam that morning. He even added more words when he went back to check it over.


  The English exam in the afternoon wasn’t so easy to maneuver, especially the essay question. However, he still tried his best to construct the sentences at an elementary school level, piecing together a complete essay from one short sentence after another.


  When the last bell of the exams rang, Gu Fei let out an abrupt breath of relief. His heart felt suddenly emptied out, and in that instant, his mind was empty too.


  Over at last. Wonder how the boyfriend is doing on his end.


  As the horde of students squeezed out of the door together, sounds of discussion filled the air. Some students began to compare and check their answers, reacting with glee when they got the right answer and distress when they got it wrong. Then, someone started crying.


  The sound of crying was incredibly infectious. It carried feelings of excitement, refusal to accept one’s fate, disappointment, and an inexplicable sense of disorientation.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng’s emotions weren’t nearly so complicated. He only felt light, as if he had springs under his feet and balloons tied to his body; he wanted to bounce with every step.


  He had done pretty well. According to Jiang Cheng’s own astute judgment of himself, this was at least the second best, if not the best, he had ever performed on all the tests since the first practice exam. He didn’t dwell too much on the specific score, nor did he plan to. He wasn’t planning on checking his answers, either. He had given his all in this fight. He had finished, and that was that. All he had left to do now was wait for the result. Before it arrived, he wouldn’t spare it a single unnecessary thought.


  The only thing he wanted to do now was to hurry up and find Gu Fei in the crowd.


  Gu Fei always waited for him under the third tree along the road to the main gate. He didn’t know how Gu Fei managed to get there before him every time, but this time was no different. Jiang Cheng swept his eyes ahead and spotted Gu Fei standing beneath the tree, scanning the crowd as it flowed toward him. Unlike the previous times, Gu Fei wasn’t leaning against the tree today, but standing as straight as a stick.


  “How did it go?!” Jiang Cheng squeezed past the herd of students, ran up to Gu Fei, and clapped him on the arm.


  “It was okay. I even wrote a whole bunch of stuff for the essay.” Gu Fei smiled as he rubbed his arm. “English is your strong suit. Gonna fly by with a perfect score?”


  “Can’t fly,” Jiang Cheng replied with a smile. “There were two answers I still wasn’t sure about even when I handed it in, but it’s good enough.”


  “We won’t worry about it, then.” Gu Fei stretched. “Come on, Lao-Xu must be waiting for you outside. I bet he’s looking for you so hard he’s going blind.”


  “I…wonder how things are with Yi Jing. She still went to her exams today, right?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “Mm. Jiuri said she still wanted to do it.” Gu Fei sighed. “She’s pretty stubborn. Besides, she probably can’t let it go just like that. Unlike you, she’s always been that good, diligent student.”


  “It’s not like I spent that much time goofing off.” Jiang Cheng tutted. After thinking about it, though, he smiled. “Although I really wasn’t as hardworking as she was. Other than my grades, there’s really nothing else that’d put me in with the ‘good’ students.”


  “Says who?” Gu Fei glanced at him.


  “My…” Jiang Cheng trailed off.


  “Everything about you is great,” said Gu Fei. “Every. Single. Thing. Your grades are the at the bottom of that list.”


  “Damn, I wanna give you a kiss.”


  “I think Lao-Xu’s going to get there first.” Gu Fei directed his eyes forward.


  “Jiang Cheng! Jiang Cheng!” Lao-Xu stood at the front gates, madly waving his folding fan in the air.


  “Yeah! Coming!” Jiang Cheng answered, a little amused, then quickened his pace as he walked over.


  “How did it go?! Your English is absolutely nothing to worry about—it’s your strong suit. Mr. Lu said you’d get a high score for sure!” Lao-Xu beamed at him with sparkling eyes.


  “It was okay.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Really, it wasn’t bad at all. I feel pretty good about it myself.”


  “That’s good! That’s good! Aahhhh, thank goodness!” Lao-Xu repeated over and over. His hand, still clutching the folding fan, shook a little.


  Jiang Cheng opened his arms. “Xu-zong, want a hug?”


  “I thought you never let anyone touch you.” Lao-Xu had remembered this fact very well; every time he patted shoulders and slapped arms, he always skipped over Jiang Cheng. “Wang Xu said if anyone touches you, you hit back.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t reply. He laughed as he walked up and gave Lao-Xu a hug. “Thank you, Xu-zong.”


  “Hey! No problem! Just doing my job! If you guys do well on the exam, I’ll be the happiest camper.” Lao-Xu patted Jiang Cheng’s back, a little worked up. “Good boy!”


  Just as Jiang Cheng was about to let go, Lao-Xu suddenly cupped Jiang Cheng’s head in his hands and landed a loud smooch on his cheek. “Good boy!”


  “Agh!” Jiang Cheng immediately sprang backward a few feet, nearly bowling over Gu Fei behind him. “Xu-zong, have you lost your mind?!”


  “I’m just happy. Overjoyed!” Lao-Xu chortled.


  “I… You stay away from me!” Jiang Cheng rubbed his cheek with his hand. “That’s enough from you!”


  “You two get on that shuttle there.” Lao-Xu grinned as he pointed at a bus parked on the side of the road. “We’ll head straight back to school later, so you can pick up your application guides before you go home.”


  There were already some Fourth High students on the bus, and it was clamorously loud.


  Those who didn’t place any hopes in the exams were all chatting away at this point; now that they’d passed this hurdle, they all wanted to let loose and have fun, regardless of whether the result was life or death. Quite a few others stayed quiet as they stared blankly out the window, and a few sported red eyes. But more than anything, people were comparing answers. When one question gave rise to three different answers, every one of their faces looked a little horrified. 


  “That’s why you shouldn’t check answers right now. No matter how much you check, you can’t go back to the exam room and change it.” Jiang Cheng sat down in the last row. “Who knows if you were really wrong or if you just remembered wrong—or maybe it’s the other person who remembered wrong. You’ll just scare yourself for no reason.”


  “Mm, Cheng-ge is right.” Gu Fei nodded.


  “After all this checking, they won’t even feel like letting loose and having fun until the scores are out,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “Either way, I feel fantastic about myself. I’ll ride this feeling out and enjoy it while I can.”


  “Mm-hm, yep. Cheng-ge is right.” Gu Fei was still nodding.


  Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “You looking to get smacked?” 


  “Cheng-ge can smack as he pleases. Cheng-ge is always right. Long live Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei smiled at him.


  “You just love to run your mouth,” Jiang Cheng laughed.


  There were signs of fatigue on Gu Fei’s face. He hadn’t exactly dedicated himself to studying this whole time, but he had spent his energy on taking care of someone else while he studied. Now, at last, his tightly wound nerves suddenly relaxed and he began to show some weariness.


  Jiang Cheng squeezed closer to Gu Fei and took his hand in the space between them.


  Gu Fei’s hand was very warm. Even on the air-conditioned bus, it didn’t take long for his palm to start sweating.


  When they arrived at school and got back to their classroom, everyone was a little wistful from the feeling of familiarity that, because of their short time away, had turned a little strange.


  The classroom erupted with noise as everyone talked to one another. Jiang Cheng sat down in his seat, looked at the classmates he had spent the past year and a half with, and realized there were still quite a few he couldn’t name. He had never paid attention to them before; it was only in this moment, with all these faces suddenly in front of him, that he realized he could hardly take them all in.


  There was no sign of Yi Jing. Apparently, her parents had taken her home immediately after the English exam. Jiang Cheng turned to look in Wang Xu’s direction, wondering how she was doing.


  Wang Xu was chatting with the others, too, but he was obviously a little distracted and in low spirits. Someone nearby mentioned Yi Jing, and the lively, crackling atmosphere suddenly cooled. At times like these, people tended to be a little more sensitive, and any tiny ripple in the air would be amplified. Besides, Yi Jing was their class president—a girl who’d always been an important figure among them. Several girls immediately broke out in tears at their desks.


  Jiang Cheng’s face wasn’t as expressive. He leaned back in his chair, trying to figure out what exactly he was feeling. But he couldn’t, so he only held on to Gu Fei’s hand under the desk.


  In all his months here, this was the first time he’d sat at his desk without reading a textbook, working through question banks, or taking notes. He just sat there quietly. Lao-Xu entered the classroom and said something, but Jiang Cheng didn’t make out most of it. All he heard was that Lao-Xu hoped everyone could attend the class dinner tomorrow evening, since it would be the last class-wide activity of their high school life.


  “Man… It’s the farewell dinner,” somebody lamented with a sigh.


  Jiang Cheng’s heart abruptly clenched, and his hand trembled ever so slightly. 


  That’s right. It’s the end.


  High school was really over, just like that. He hadn’t even gotten to stop and savor it properly before it passed him by. The next time he looked back, it would only be a memory. Even now, the memory of this last year was already starting to blur.


  Gu Fei must have felt it too, because he lightly squeezed his hand. Jiang Cheng turned to face Gu Fei, who gave him a smile and said, “How nice.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked back at him, a little dazed.


  “That I got to meet you in high school,” Gu Fei said.


  Jiang Cheng snapped back to the present, and he smiled too. “Yeah, how lucky to have met you.”


  Lao-Xu gave each of them a guidebook that contained general information about various universities and programs. Jiang Cheng gave it a cursory flip-through and then closed it. Seeing these large chunks of text now almost made him dizzy. He didn’t want to spare it even one glance—not that he could take in any of the information anyway.


  But it didn’t matter. He already had a handful of schools in mind; he just needed to wait for the final scores to be released before he made his decision.


  “Come on,” said Gu Fei. “Let’s go.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng stood up. 


  As they walked out of the classroom, he heard a few people talking about visiting Yi Jing. 


  He nudged Gu Fei. “Should we go visit Yi Jing?”


  “I can go alone,” Gu Fei said. “You…should hold off for now. Maybe give it some time.”


  “Okay.”


  “When we get back, let’s take a shower and clean up. I’ll treat you to a big feast tonight. Now that you’re free, you can eat whatever you want, however much you want. No need to worry about food poisoning or getting sick anymore.”


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng started laughing. “I’ve been craving so many things the past few weeks, but now that you put it like that, I suddenly don’t know what to pick.”


  “No rush. We can go downtown. There’s so much food there; we’ll walk around, and if you see anything you want to eat, we’ll go in.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’m ready to let loose and eat too. I’m sick and tired of my own cooking.”


  “We should probably bring Er-Miao, huh?” said Jiang Cheng. “It’s been a long time since she got to feast with us.”


  “We’ll bring her next time. Today, it’ll be just the two of us.” Gu Fei snapped his fingers. “No third wheels allowed. Especially not a creaky, draggy one like her.”


  “All righty,” Jiang Cheng giggled, nodding. A few steps later, he suddenly whipped his head around and stared at him. “Gu Fei!”


  “Huh?” Gu Fei immediately answered, looking at him. “What is it?”


  “So, uh…later, when we get back…” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt embarrassed as the words reached the tip of his tongue. “Are we…going to, uh…?”


  “Do it before we go out, right?” said Gu Fei.


  “What the fuck,” Jiang Cheng said, giving him a look. “How can you be so utterly without shame? How can you just say it so smoothly like that? Do you not have any shame at all?!”


  “…Weren’t you the one who said you won’t do anything but me this summer?” Gu Fei stared right back at him. “Now you’re going to turn around and act all innocent? You’re the shameless one.”


  “Hold on.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop laughing once he started thinking about it. “I really was a little embarrassed just now. I mean, it’s been a while since we did anything, so bringing it up suddenly, I was just…a little self-conscious.”


  “You better not be saying please, thank you, and you’re welcome later.”


  “Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng nodded, his face stiff as he held in a laugh.


   


  ***


   


  It had been a long time since Jiang Cheng felt so light on his way back from school. There was not a single highlighted point in his mind; not a single formula, historical year, geographical feature, or grammar rule… There was only Gu Fei.


  Neck, shoulder, collar bone, abs, thighs, calves, and ass!


  Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!


  As they walked up the stairs, he couldn’t help himself—he had to pinch Gu Fei’s butt.


  “Look.” Gu Fei looked back at him, then pointed at the window on the side of the stairwell. “I won’t even need both arms to toss you out the window here. Wanna try your luck?”


  “No, I believe you.” Jiang Cheng skipped past him and raced up the stairs, taking another swipe at Gu Fei’s waist on the way up. “But I know you couldn’t bear to do that to me, ho ho.”


  “Weirdo,” Gu Fei muttered, and ran up the stairs after him.


  As soon as Jiang Cheng was through the door, he flung his shirt off and launched himself at Gu Fei. He pelted him with kisses before pushing him onto the sofa, where he ran his hands underneath Gu Fei’s shirt, grabbing and caressing his skin.


  “Hey.” Gu Fei laughed as he responded in kind. “The TV remote is digging into my back. Hold on…” But Jiang Cheng didn’t listen, just carried on nuzzling the dip of Gu Fei’s shoulder.


  Once he’d pulled the TV remote out and tossed it onto the coffee table, Gu Fei freed both his hands and wrapped them tightly around Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng, however, suddenly propped himself up against the sofa and stared into Gu Fei’s face, frowning.


  “What’s up?” Gu Fei reached up and stroked his chin.


  “Why do you feel so hot?” Jiang Cheng touched Gu Fei’s skin; it was burning.


  “Must be my excitement.” Gu Fei thrust his hips. “When I get excited, I—”


  “You have a fever.” Jiang Cheng leaned down and pressed his lips to Gu Fei’s forehead, then whipped his head up. “Fuck! I was wondering why your hand felt so warm this whole time! Where’s the thermometer?!”


  Gu Fei tugged at Jiang Cheng to stop him from getting up. “Cheng-ge, Cheng-ge. Don’t get off track.”


  “Off track, your ass.” Jiang Cheng shook his hand off and stood up. He rummaged around in the coffee table drawers until he found the digital thermometer Gu Fei had bought to monitor his health during the pre-exam period. Beeping it against Gu Fei’s forehead, he froze. “Fuck, it’s a hundred degrees!”


  “Hmm, one hundred degrees… Still fuckable.” Gu Fei grinned. “You know, these instant thermometers aren’t very accurate, anyway.”


  “Shut up.” Jiang Cheng frowned. He couldn’t figure out why Gu Fei had a fever out of nowhere. His heart hurt for Gu Fei, and anxiety filled him. “Did you catch a cold? Or…”


  He took Gu Fei’s temperature a few more times in succession. It was one-hundred-point-something every time.


  “I’m fine.” Gu Fei stroked Jiang Cheng’s cheek as he sat up. “Really, I don’t even feel anything.”


  “Bull-fucking-shit!” Jiang Cheng glared at him. Gu Fei’s hand was burning hot; it was obvious now. “I was wondering why you didn’t seem very excited after we came out of the exams! You haven’t been feeling well for a while and just didn’t tell me, right?!”


  “Ahh…” Gu Fei sighed, still smiling.


  “You have to go to the hospital.” Jiang Cheng grabbed his hand and tried to pull him up. “Hurry up.”


  “I’ll be fine with some rest, really.” Gu Fei didn’t move, then finally said very quietly, “I don’t really have any strength right now. I don’t wanna move.”


  Jiang Cheng felt a pang in his heart, almost a physical ache. Perhaps it was because of the major life event they’d just gone through; even though he was an amazing overachiever, his emotions at present were still prone to fluctuations… 


  Jiang Cheng pulled Gu Fei into his arms and held him tight. When his hands touched Gu Fei’s scorching body, they trembled. He could feel his heart shudder, aching for Gu Fei.


  Just like that, tears came pouring out uncontrollably.




  Chapter 104


   


  JIANG CHENG’S TEARS didn’t flow so much as gush out of control. It was relentless—they poured like crazy. He could distinctly feel the warm liquid percolating, then running into two clear tracks down his cheeks which very quickly merged into a veritable flood of wetness.


  For all these months, Jiang Cheng had felt like he had blocked out all distractions. He hadn’t thought of anything other than studying. Except, of course, when he needed to catch a habitual glimpse of Gu Fei in the corner of his eye to feel grounded during his study sessions.


  Aside from that, he had held no extraneous thoughts in his mind. It was only today, listening to his classmates’ conversations, that he’d found out someone else had fallen sick in the class next door, and that there had been a fight that’d raged all the way from the third floor to the ground floor of the school building—all the commotion had passed him by completely.


  All this time, his mind had been completely stuffed and his nerves tightly wound—until now. All the heavy burdens were set down, all the pressure was cast off, and all the emotions were let back into his body. It felt as though the container he had sealed himself in suddenly popped off its lid. Everything he saw, heard, experienced, and felt suddenly became clear—even clearer than before.


  With these renewed senses, when he suddenly noticed Gu Fei’s weary countenance and heard his weak voice, Jiang Cheng finally seemed to realize the pressures, one piled on top of the next, that Gu Fei had carried over these past several months. The overwhelming remorse and heartache was almost more than he could bear.


  Day after day, Gu Fei had taken care of his own family and the store while also looking after him. He had to make time for Gu Miao, to watch the store, to bring in stock; Even with all of that, he’d still looked up recipes every day to make sure Jiang Cheng was getting the proper nutrition in his meals. Then he’d kept Jiang Cheng company while he studied…  


  Jiang Cheng had always thought the endless studying was grueling; he felt tired constantly. He’d never noticed how tiring it must have been for Gu Fei—how tired he must’ve been working round the clock every single day, always keeping him company until midnight, only sleeping after he fell asleep, and always waking up before he did.


  Compared to his own, simpler kind of exhaustion, Gu Fei’s fatigue was by far the more difficult to bear.


  “I’m sorry.” Jiang Cheng held Gu Fei, whose whole body burned like a little furnace, searing waves of panic into his heart. “I’m so sorry, Gu Fei.”


  “I was afraid you’d say that.” It seemed that Gu Fei had finally relaxed—or it could have been that the fever really was getting to him. Either way, his voice was getting hoarse. “I was afraid you’d say ‘I’m sorry’ and all that.”


  “I really…” Jiang Cheng lowered his head and dried his eyes against Gu Fei’s shoulder, but more tears gushed out almost immediately. “This whole time, I never really considered whether you were tired at all.”


  “But I didn’t even feel tired myself.” Gu Fei gently rubbed Jiang Cheng’s back. “Besides, lots of people get sick after the exams…”


  “Don’t be mad at me.” Jiang Cheng tried his best to curb his tears. He could hardly speak through the crying, his voice hitching every time he opened his mouth. He kissed Gu Fei’s neck, but when his lips touched Gu Fei’s scalding hot skin, the barely controlled tears broke out of their dam again. “Don’t be mad at me.”


  “I’m not mad at you.” Gu Fei smiled. “How could I be mad at you? I didn’t even think it had anything to do with you.”


  “Stop talking.” Jiang Cheng held him tight. “My heart hurts hearing you talk like this.”


  “Mm,” Gu Fei answered, and he didn’t say any more.


  With his eyes shut, Jiang Cheng held Gu Fei tightly in his arms. He only loosened his grip when he felt his lower back getting stiff—but when he did, Gu Fei didn’t move. Jiang Cheng turned his face to look and realized that Gu Fei had fallen asleep against his shoulder.


  Jiang Cheng braced one hand against the back of the sofa to keep his balance as he held Gu Fei’s back with the other, slowly lowering him until he was lying down. Then he ran into the bedroom and brought out a small pillow and a blanket. He stuffed the pillow under Gu Fei’s head and wrapped the blanket tightly around his whole body.


  After all this, Jiang Cheng stood in the middle of the living room, not sure what to do next.


  He zoned out for a few seconds, then went to wet a towel in the sink before placing it carefully on Gu Fei’s forehead. He’d wanted to use an ice-cold towel, but Gu Fei was sleeping so soundly that he didn’t want to risk waking him up.


  After pacing a few circles around the room, Jiang Cheng brought over a little stool, set it down in front of the sofa, and sat there staring at his boyfriend’s face. It was still flushed, though Jiang Cheng couldn’t tell if it was from the fever or from being completely wrapped up—or both. He reached back for the thermometer and checked Gu Fei’s temperature again.


  It was 100.9 degrees, not much different from before. Of course, it had only been a few short minutes.


  Jiang Cheng removed the towel after a while. It hadn’t been long, but it already felt warm to the touch. He went into the bathroom, soaked it through with cold water again and wrung it out, then set it back on Gu Fei’s forehead.


  Gu Fei had always been in good health. As far as Jiang Cheng could remember, he had never really gotten sick before, not even with a mild cold. But of course, whenever sickness befell someone who rarely got sick, it always crashed into them with a colossal force.


  Jiang Cheng checked Gu Fei’s temperature two more times. It read 100.9, then 101.1.


  Shit. It’s rising!


  He was having trouble sitting still. When he remembered that Gu Fei had said digital thermometers weren’t accurate, he dashed swiftly out the door, jumped on his bike, and flew toward the community clinic. He needed to buy a mercury thermometer and ask the doctor for any medicines they had.


  Just as he was charging up to the clinic, he saw Li Yan walking out of Gu Fei’s convenience store. He was pulling out his phone and tapping at it as he crouched down on the front stoop.


  “Li Yan!” Jiang Cheng called out to him.


  “Yeah?” Li Yan turned back. “How come you’re here by yourself? I was just calling Gu Fei. Is he—”


  “Don’t—don’t call him!” Jiang Cheng hopped off his bike. “He’s sleeping right now! He has a fever.”


  “Fever?” Li Yan hung up the call, a little surprised. “He has a fever? That guy has the constitution of the Bull Demon King, how can he have a fever?”


  “How would you know if the Bull Demon King gets fevers or not?” Jiang Cheng said. “Are you married to him, Princess Iron Fan?”


  “And what if I am?” Li Yan tutted. “What’s his temperature?”


  “Just over a hundred. I was worried the digital thermometer wasn’t accurate, so I came to buy one of those mercury ones,” Jiang Cheng said with knitted brows.


  Li Yan went into the clinic with him, where the doctor gave Jiang Cheng a mercury thermometer and two fever-reducing pills. “A lot of people get sick after the exams, so it’s probably not that big a deal,” he told them. “He can take the medicine later, but make sure he gets plenty of fluids so he’s not dehydrated. If his fever doesn’t subside, or if it goes up tonight, you can bring him here to check and see if there’s anything else wrong with him.”


  Jiang Cheng took the thermometer and medicine. As they came out of the clinic, he finally remembered to ask Li Yan, “What are you doing here?”


  “Well, I thought we could all have a meal together now that you’re done with your exams,” Li Yan said. “Who would’ve guessed that he’d get sick?”


  “Then…” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “Oh, don’t mind me. Just hurry back and take care of him.” Li Yan checked the time. “I’ll keep watch here for a while and then lock up.”


  “Where’s his mom?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “As soon as I got here, she went out with that little hubby of hers to take Er-Miao clothes-shopping,” said Li Yan.


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng nodded. As he got onto his bike, he asked, “So if I wanted to make steamed eggs…”


  Li Yan cut him off. “Steamed eggs? Really? He shouldn’t have high-protein foods when he still has a fever.” After some thought, he added, “Foodwise, just go with things like plain congee and plain noodles.”


  “But that’s so unappetizing,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Would he even eat it?”


  “Don’t worry, he’s super good at sucking it up and dealing,” Li Yan said. “He could eat shit if it didn’t stink.”


  “Hey!” Jiang Cheng glanced at him, then let out a big sigh.


  “It’s the truth.” Li Yan smiled. “You should hurry back.”


  Li Yan might have put it in an especially gross way, but he wasn’t wrong. Gu Fei really was good at enduring unpleasant things. No matter what it was, he was able to bear it without so much as a peep. Jiang Cheng could even imagine how Gu Fei would react when he was presented with plain congee and plain noodles—he’d be unhappy, but he’d still calmly finish a whole bowl.


  And so he felt another surge of heartache.


  “Do they have noodles in the store?” Jiang Cheng asked. “Like a really fancy, really tasty kind?”


  “…Wait here, I’ll get it for you.” Li Yan went back into the store and quickly came back with a plastic bag containing a cylindrical pack of noodles, as well as a few bottles of seasoning. “Here, I’ve cooked this brand before; it’s smooth and has a good bite to it. And these seasonings—all kinds of savory-this and yum-that—you can add them in to taste.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng hung the bag on the handlebar and flew back to the apartment on his bike.


  Gu Fei was still asleep. By the looks of it, he hadn’t woken up at all since Jiang Cheng had left.


  Jiang Cheng set the bag in the kitchen before coming out to replace the towel on Gu Fei’s forehead.


  The digital thermometer read 100.7 degrees, which wasn’t that different from before. Jiang Cheng very carefully lifted a corner of the blanket, trying to stick the mercury thermometer under Gu Fei’s armpit. As soon as his hand touched his arm, Gu Fei groaned quietly. “Hnng?”


  “Keep sleeping. Sleep,” Jiang Cheng told him in a quiet voice. “I’m just taking your temperature.”


  “Cheng-ge…” Gu Fei mumbled incoherently.


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng answered as he stuffed the thermometer into place.


  “I don’t feel good,” Gu Fei murmured, eyes closed. His voice still sounded hoarse, and his tone was kind of pitiful. The very sound almost wrecked Jiang Cheng—he ached so much that the pain seemed to claw at his chest and squeeze his heart. His nose twinged, too.


  “I know, I know.” Jiang Cheng tucked the blanket under him and gently stroked his face. “Just a little longer. I got medicine. You can take it with some food later, then you’ll feel better.”


  “What food?” Gu Fei asked.


  “I ran into Li Yan just now,” Jiang Cheng said. “He said you can only eat bland foods when you have a fever, like plain congee or noodles.”


  “That bastard,” Gu Fei grumbled quietly. “I bet he said that on purpose.”


  “What do you want to eat?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I can make it for you.”


  Gu Fei let out another couple of groans and murmured something unintelligible, then fell asleep again. Jiang Cheng figured Gu Fei had been knocking his cooking skills. But plain congee and noodles… He shouldn’t have any difficulty making those. After all, he used to cook noodles for himself all the time.


  Gu Fei fell asleep again before he managed to say what he wanted to eat, and so Jiang Cheng got up, went into the kitchen, and set the congee to cook first. All he needed to do to make plain congee was put in the rice and water, then switch the rice cooker to the congee setting—easy.


  Just as he pressed down on the button, his phone rang in his pocket. In his haste, he didn’t even look at the screen as he fumbled it out and answered the call. He was afraid that one more ring would wake Gu Fei up.


  “Who is it?” he asked.


  “The hell? Cheng-er?” It was Pan Zhi. “You deleted my number?”


  “Why would I delete your number?” Jiang Cheng closed the kitchen door.


  “Then why’d you ask who I am?! Don’t you have caller ID?!” Pan Zhi demanded.


  “I didn’t check,” Jiang Cheng said. “What is it?”


  “…Fuck,” Pan Zhi said, his voice tinged with grief and indignation. “Can’t I give you a call for no reason anymore?”


  “I was just asking,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “But I’m not really calling for no reason. I do have a reason. How did it go? Do you feel incredibly amazing now that you’ve finished the exams?”


  Jiang Cheng smiled. “I’m all right.”


  “Have you checked your answers? Should be no problem getting into PKU or something, huh?” 


  “I haven’t, but I’ll find out soon enough when the scores come out,” said Jiang Cheng. “It felt pretty good overall. Beyond that, I can’t be bothered to care.”


  “Damn, check out this guy’s big overachiever energy,” Pan Zhi exclaimed. “I did a little calculation; I might be able to crawl my way into a third-tier school. Either way, when the time comes, I’ll be in the same city as you even if I have to fight my mom to get there.”


  “You don’t have a girlfriend these days, do you?” Jiang Cheng said. “I can’t believe you’d wanna follow me.”


  Pan Zhi laughed. “You’re my priority even if I do have a girlfriend. Besides, how can I have a genuine romance at a time like this? There might be better girls waiting for me in college.”


  “The way you behave,” Jiang Cheng said quietly, “no decent girls will even glance your way.”


  “What if one just happens to be blind?” Pan Zhi cackled along without a care. “Oh, hey, how’s Gu Fei doing? I sent him a message earlier to ask after him, and he never even replied. Is he in agony from bombing his exams?”


  “You think something like that would upset him?” said Jiang Cheng. “He has a fever, so he’s sleeping right now… Oh, yeah, while I have you, ask your mom for me—how can I make plain congee and noodles taste better?”


  “Fever?” Pan Zhi paused. “I always thought if one of you was going to collapse after the exams, it’d be you. How come he dropped first? Give me a sec, I’ll ask my mom and message you.”


  Right… If one of them was going to drop after the exams, it should’ve been him. No one could have expected it to be Gu Fei.


  He was the only one who knew why Gu Fei had fallen ill. Jiang Cheng felt terrible again at the thought—he only realized why Gu Fei had fallen sick after he’d already collapsed.


  He went back to the living room, sat down on the low stool, and watched Gu Fei. He truly had never seen Gu Fei get sick like this; it was an especially pitiable sight.


  The thermometer was about ready to be removed. Jiang Cheng hesitated over it, reluctant to lift the covers and risk disturbing Gu Fei. He waited until Gu Fei stirred on his own before he seized the opportunity to quickly lift up the covers and yank the thermometer out.


  “Hmmm?” Gu Fei murmured, dazed.


  “Did I wake you?” Jiang Cheng hurriedly tucked the covers back. “I’m just grabbing the thermometer.”


  “What does it say?” Gu Fei was still bleary.


  “Let me see…” Jiang Cheng looked down at the thermometer in his hand. The problem with these things was that he never knew exactly where to look. 


  Jiang Cheng rotated it between his fingers about 7,264 times, yet he still couldn’t see where the line of mercury was supposed to be. The thicker thermometers were easier to read, but the doctor just had to give him one of the thin ones.


  “Ah, fuck!” Anxiously, he lifted the thermometer up to the light, but he still couldn’t manage to find it. The more frazzled he got, the more trouble he had. “This thing was never designed to be read by humans!” he fumed quietly, getting annoyed.


  “Gimme,” said Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng handed the thermometer to Gu Fei in resignation. “Have I gone blind?”


  Gu Fei smiled and said nothing, still looking fairly weak. He held the thermometer, casually turned it about half a rotation, and said, “100.5.”


  “Then the digital one was pretty accurate.” Jiang Cheng let out a sigh and put the thermometer to one side before tucking Gu Fei back in. “You can sleep for a little longer. I made congee, but if you don’t want to eat that, I’ll cook some noodles later when you feel like eating.”


  “It’s so damn hot,” Gu Fei said.


  “You’re all bundled up, of course you’re warm.” Jiang Cheng half kneeled on the sofa and gently stroked Gu Fei’s nose with his finger. “You’ll feel better once you sweat it out. Want some water? The doctor said you have to drink lots of fluids so you don’t get dehydrated.”


  “Mm-hm,” Gu Fei hummed, closing his eyes.


  Jiang Cheng mixed hot and cold water in a glass to get it lukewarm, then, after some thought, put a straw in there too. Jiang Cheng liked to eat liquid yogurt with a spoon, so Gu Fei had saved these straws from containers of those yogurt drinks, saying that they might use them one day.


  Well, that day has come.


  “Here, hold this in your mouth.” Jiang Cheng kneeled beside Gu Fei and lightly tapped the straw against Gu Fei’s lips.


  Gu Fei smiled. “Sounds like you’re talking to a puppy.” 


  “Drink,” Jiang Cheng said, smiling back. “Drink up.”


  Gu Fei bit on the straw and sipped more than half a glass of water, then let out a long breath. “I’ll just have plain congee later.”


  “Noodles wouldn’t be any trouble either,” said Jiang Cheng. “Don’t you try to be considerate to me when you’re like this.”


  “It’s just that, the noodles you make”—Gu Fei’s eyes were still closed, but his lips lifted—“probably taste worse than plain congee.”


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “All righty then. You can lie here for a little while longer. I’ll call you when the congee’s ready.”


  “Mm,” Gu Fei answered, then quickly fell asleep again.


  Pan Zhi had sent him a message:


  - Mom said noodles aren’t as easy to digest, plain congee is better. Once it’s done, you can throw some finely chopped leafy greens in there, then mix in some oyster sauce and sesame oil. Or put some fermented tofu on the side.


  - thank your mom for me


  - I pre-thanked her already 


  Jiang Cheng smiled and set his phone to one side. After replacing the towel on Gu Fei’s forehead again, he sat down on the stool and continued staring at Gu Fei.


  He was so used to seeing the stoic Gu Fei, the Gu Fei who treated others coolly, and the Gu Fei who smiled at him. Now, suddenly seeing Gu Fei so weak and inexplicably vulnerable, Jiang Cheng felt a softness spread through his heart. It made him want to give Gu Fei a little kiss and a little hug.


  He leaned in and very gently touched Gu Fei’s lips with his own. Gu Fei had just drunk water, and the moisture lingered on his lips. The light touch felt very pleasant.


  When he heard the ding of the rice cooker in the kitchen, Jiang Cheng finally got up. He planned to refine the congee according to Pan Zhi’s mom’s instructions. He had been sitting down for too long and got up too abruptly, though, because when he turned around, he almost fell over. He braced himself against the table for balance, then took a moment to wait for the stars to disappear from his vision before he tiptoed into the kitchen.


  Ogling at his boyfriend this hard probably qualified as some kind of extreme dedication.


  He washed a few leafy greens, chopped them finely, and scattered them into the finished congee before giving it a stir. Then he put in a couple drops of oyster sauce and sesame oil. It had to be relatively bland, after all; just a hint of flavor should be enough.


  Gu Fei opened his eyes when Jiang Cheng set the bowl of congee on the coffee table. “Smells good.”


  “You’re awake?” Jiang Cheng leaned close and touched Gu Fei’s cheek. It still felt pretty warm.


  “Mm.” Gu Fei moved his hand. “Let me have a taste.”


  Jiang Cheng helped him sit up on the sofa, then wrapped him up in the blanket again.


  “How…” Gu Fei looked at him. “How am I supposed to eat?”


  “I’ll feed you.” Jiang Cheng picked up the bowl with one hand and held the spoon in the other, sitting down on the coffee table face-to-face with him.


  Instead of a response, Gu Fei started laughing. But in this weakened state, even his laugh sounded like a struggle.


  “What are you laughing at?” Jiang Cheng scooped a spoonful of congee and tasted a little first. To his surprise, it was actually pretty good, though he might have just been hungry. “It’s not bad. Here, try it.”


  “I just thought it was a little funny.” Gu Fei opened his mouth. “Hmm, not bad. You added oyster sauce?”


  “Just a tiny bit,” Jiang Cheng said, delivering another spoonful into Gu Fei’s mouth. “I didn’t want to add too much, in case you don’t like the taste.”


  “But honestly,” Gu Fei said as he ate, “it’s just a fever. It’s really not a big deal.”


  “You practically passed out, and your voice is hoarse.” Jiang Cheng frowned. “What exactly counts as a big deal for you, sir?”


  “I was just sleepy, that’s all,” said Gu Fei.


  “You know what, Gu Fei?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “I don’t like seeing you like this, the way you grit your teeth and endure it like a stubborn fucking mule.”


  Gu Fei looked back at him without a word.


  “What, am I wrong?” said Jiang Cheng. “I don’t care if you act like it’s fine in front of other people, but why put up the tough act with me? Can’t you just let yourself be vulnerable when it’s just us? The way you’re burning up all over, I could get some heat therapy just holding you in my arms…”


  “Then hug me,” said Gu Fei.


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng blinked.


  “Hug.”


  The way he said it—slightly hoarse, slightly stuffy, tinged with the tiniest smidge of whininess like someone asking to be spoiled—zapped Jiang Cheng’s ears like a little flower bud bursting open with a shock of electricity. His heart instantly turned to mush, and he could hardly hold the bowl in his hand.


  “I’ll hold you after you finish this,” he told Gu Fei.


  “Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.


  Gu Fei was definitely still feeling pretty wretched at this point. He didn’t usually eat much to begin with, but today he only had half a bowl of congee before he said he was full.


  Jiang Cheng finished the remaining half, then went to the kitchen and ate another bowl, finally feeling his hunger somewhat sated. When he returned to the living room, Gu Fei was sitting on the sofa with his eyes closed, still swaddled in a blanket.


  Jiang Cheng checked his temperature again; it was only 100 degrees this time. It was a minuscule decrease, but at least it wasn’t still going up. Perhaps Gu Fei was right, and getting a fever wasn’t that much of a big deal…but what Gu Fei had clearly wasn’t just a simple fever. This was the eruption of months upon months of accumulated fatigue. Otherwise he wouldn’t be so weak; he wouldn’t have been out cold for so long.


  “Hey, little cocoon.” Jiang Cheng smoothed his hand against Gu Fei’s forehead. “Why don’t you lie down? Do you want to go sleep on the bed?”


  Without a word, Gu Fei opened his eyes and looked at Jiang Cheng.


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked back at him. “What’s wrong?”


  Still, Gu Fei didn’t speak.


  Jiang Cheng held his gaze for a long time before finally remembering the promise he’d made earlier. “Ah, ahhhhh! Hug, yes. Coming right up. I’m coming!”


  He sat down next to Gu Fei and pulled him, blanket and all, into a tight embrace. “Cheng-ge hug.”


  “Sing something for me, Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei leaned against him and closed his eyes again. “A lullaby.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “Good little bunny, open up for me, won’t you hurry, hurry up for me…”




  Chapter 105


   


  IN ADDITION to being bad at consoling people, Jiang Cheng had always thought he wasn’t very good at taking care of others, either.


  Perhaps it was because of the unconventional form of care that his adoptive parents had modeled throughout his childhood. With their mild yet logical expectations, any affection from them had always felt more like a demand to him.


  He didn’t know if that was the culprit or if it was the presence of Li Baoguo’s genes in his blood, but whichever it was, he was not exactly an expert wielder of these “caretaking” skills. Even Pan Zhi, his rock-solid best friend, the person he considered his only close friend, had never received much from Jiang Cheng in terms of sympathy and care when he got sick or injured. Jiang Cheng would always sound too stiff when he asked after him. Pan Zhi had told him more than once: “I’d actually feel better if you didn’t ask. You’re acting so awkward, people might think there’s some kind of unthinkable history between us.”


  But a lot had changed since he met Gu Fei.


  He’d learned to care for another person, to feel his heart deeply ache for another person. It was affection he expressed earnestly, straight from his heart, without any awkwardness or stiffness… 


  Oh, the power of love. Tsk tsk tsk.


  Jiang Cheng looked down at Gu Fei where he was fast asleep on his shoulder, and kissed the top of his head.


  Gu Fei’s hair was very stiff. After he shaved it down to a buzz cut, it scratched Jiang Cheng’s lips whenever he kissed it. All the same, he kissed it again, and if he hadn’t been worried about waking Gu Fei, he would even have taken a bite.


  Gu Fei was the first person who’d made his heart ache so badly that he trembled. In sickness, Gu Fei didn’t have the usual air of the Big Bad Guy of the Steelworks. He seemed more like a sad cat, the way he lay quietly in Jiang Cheng’s arms with his eyes closed.


  Like a cat that had fallen into a pond, even.


  If it were Pan Zhi drenched head to toe in sweat like this, forget cradling him in his arms, Jiang Cheng would’ve smacked him for even coming near him.


  …Though of course, Pan Zhi was his bro, not his lover.


  Heh. Lover. Jiang Cheng tutted quietly to himself. What kind of cheesy romance term is that? Lover… Bleh!


  Perhaps he wasn’t being quiet enough. Gu Fei’s head shifted slightly, followed by a little moan.


  “What is it?” Jiang Cheng asked him.


  “Am I supposed to take medicine?” Gu Fei mumbled.


  “Ah, yes!” Jiang Cheng remembered abruptly that he hadn’t given Gu Fei the fever reducer. 


  He anxiously reached out for the bag where it sat on the coffee table, but he couldn’t reach. To retrieve it, he would have to let go of Gu Fei, who was leaning on him right now. But if he moved away, then this sick cat would have to hold himself up… Though to be perfectly honest, he just didn’t want to let go.


  After a second or so of hesitation, Jiang Cheng extended his leg toward the coffee table and picked up the little paper bag with the two fever pills between his toes.


  “Ah, fuck,” Gu Fei said weakly, turning away. “I don’t need it anymore.”


  “Don’t be fussy.” Jiang Cheng passed the paper bag from foot to hand. “The medicine is wrapped up inside. And it’s not like I stepped in dog shit or anything.”


  “Ah—” Gu Fei sighed. “Then are you gonna fetch the glass of water with your foot too?”


  “Crap.” The water glass was even farther away than the medicine. Jiang Cheng stared at it, deliberating. Then he extended his foot again.


  “Cheng-ge, no. Come to your senses,” pleaded Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He hooked his foot on the edge of the coffee table and yanked it hard toward the sofa. Once he’d dragged the fairly hefty coffee table within arm’s reach, he managed to pull it flush against the sofa with one hand.


  “Here, take your medicine.” He picked up the glass of water and placed one of the tablets in Gu Fei’s mouth.


  “Laziness is the father of innovation.” Gu Fei took a few sips from the straw to wash down the pill.


  “It’s not laziness,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just didn’t want to let you go.”


  Further adhering to the principle of not letting go, Jiang Cheng went on to use his foot to pick up the thermometer, a piece of candy, and the TV remote. It wasn’t until Gu Fei wanted water and there was none left in the glass that he finally let out a resigned sigh. The electric kettle sat on the table next to the TV. The only way Jiang Cheng would have a chance of reaching it was if he detached his left leg and connected it to his right.


  “Sit up by yourself for a second,” he said, kicking away the coffee table as he got up. “I’ll pour you some water.”


  “I’m going to take a shower and lie down on the bed,” said Gu Fei.


  “Shower?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “What do you mean, shower? You’re running a fever. At least wait until your temperature goes down.”


  “I can’t go on living like this. I’m covered in sweat.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t have a lot of experience taking care of a sick person. Since Gu Fei’s fever wasn’t caused by a cold or anything, he really couldn’t tell what he had to watch out for or which precautions to take. Now, he was a little lost between “sweating it out”—the only folk remedy he knew—and Gu Fei’s proclamation that he couldn’t keep on living without a shower.


  “I’m the overachiever when it comes to general life skills,” Gu Fei said. “You flunky.”


  Jiang Cheng thought he had a point, so he didn’t continue to deny Gu Fei his shower.


  “And don’t wrap me up again, either. I don’t have any chills right now.” After the shower, Gu Fei lay down on the bed, where he spread himself out languidly and closed his eyes. “All I need is for you to hold me.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng covered him with a thin towel blanket.


  He raced to the bathroom to take his own shower, then raced back to the bedroom to check Gu Fei’s temperature again.


  “It’s a hundred degrees.” Jiang Cheng turned off the lights and lay down beside Gu Fei, wrapping his arms around him. “It should be going down now, right?”


  “Mm-hmm,” Gu Fei answered. “I’ll feel cold if I still have a fever.”


  Jiang Cheng sighed. “I was thinking just now, since I’ll be going away soon, what will you do when you get sick and I’m not around to take care of you…? But honestly, I’m only making more trouble for you, right?”
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  “How are you making more trouble?” Gu Fei smiled. “If you weren’t here today, all I would’ve done for myself is pour out a glass of water and sleep straight through the fever until it was gone.”


  Jiang Cheng thought about it some more. “That’s not right,” he said at last. “You won’t get sick again. You only got a fever this time because of me.”


  “I’m going to tell you one last time.” Gu Fei reached out and touched Jiang Cheng’s hand. “If you say something like that again, I’ll…”


  “You’ll what?”


  “I’ll…have to think about it first. I haven’t decided yet.” Gu Fei chuckled. “I just don’t like it when you say things like that.”


  “Okay. I won’t anymore.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes.


  Neither of them spoke again, but Jiang Cheng knew Gu Fei hadn’t fallen asleep; he could tell by the cadence of his breathing that he was still awake.


  This was a different silence from their usual comfortable one. Jiang Cheng didn’t need to ask. He knew it was because he had mentioned going away. 


  They had never discussed the matter before. The only time it was ever mentioned was probably when he’d asked Gu Fei about what would happen “after.”


  Very soon, they would have to be apart from each other. It was a fact they were both avoiding—they hadn’t had any conversations about it at all, not even about which school Jiang Cheng wanted to attend.


  Jiang Cheng was always of the mind that it wouldn’t be such a big deal, even if they were apart—they had cell phones and video chats. But now that his departure was drawing nearer by the day, and he could no longer fall back on the excuse of staying focused on studying and free of distractions, he finally realized how much it scared him.


  Gu Fei’s breathing gradually slowed as he fell asleep. Jiang Cheng picked up his phone and set a vibrating alarm. He figured that if he let himself fully relax, he might not be able to get up the next morning, but he had to get up early to make breakfast for Gu Fei.


  For the last few months, Jiang Cheng had opened his eyes to a ready-to-eat breakfast every day. Even if Gu Fei hadn’t fallen sick, he would still have wanted Gu Fei to experience the happy life of a gluttonous pig too.


  “Good night,” he said softly. He leaned in close to Gu Fei, then kissed the tip of his ear.


   


  ***


   


  It was a chaotic night.


  For someone who had gone quite some time without dreaming, Jiang Cheng thought his dreams that night could have filled forty whole episodes of TV if he had remembered them all. By the time he was woken up by his vibrating phone, though, he could only remember the highlight reel.


  The highlights were dominated by scenes of the exams: a forgotten pencil here, an eraser that turned into a block of wood there, his answer card ripped in half… He had never felt that nervous about the exams, but it turned out all his nerves had been right here all along, collected and stockpiled.


  Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei beside him. Still asleep.


  Awesome. 


  Jiang Cheng sat up very carefully. Gu Fei lay prone with his face against the pillow, in deep slumber. Fever could really take a lot out of a person. Jiang Cheng reached out a hand to feel for Gu Fei’s forehead, but after a moment of hesitation, he drew his hand back again.


  He got up and checked Gu Fei’s temperature with the thermometer—just under ninety-nine degrees.


  Much better. It might not be back to normal, but at least it wasn’t so scary now that it had come down quite a bit.


  Breakfast, breakfast.


  Jiang Cheng skipped to the bathroom on tiptoe to wash up, and then he skipped his way out the front door. He didn’t know why he was skipping. Ever since he was little, he’d been under the impression that skipping like this was akin to practicing qinggong. It just felt like he was making his steps lighter.


  When he came back with breakfast, Gu Fei still lay flopped against the pillow in the exact same position. Jiang Cheng glanced at the time. It was still early; there was no reason to wake Gu Fei now. If he wanted to sleep, he was free to sleep for the whole day.


  Jiang Cheng grabbed a chair, straddled it, and watched him.


  This life was so idle that it was ridiculous. He felt incredibly blessed not to have to open his eyes to thoughts of studying. He could just sit here and spend the whole day staring at Gu Fei.


  Gu Fei’s face held up to the attention, too. Even with half of it buried in the pillow, it was still mesmerizing, especially like this—with his eyes closed, totally relaxed, with a trace of fatigue still lingering…


  And as Jiang Cheng recalled the husky, slightly whiny way Gu Fei had said “hug” to him yesterday, he felt the urge to charge over and jump him right this very instant.


  Sexy. Just so incredibly sexy.


  “Wanna do it?” Gu Fei suddenly spoke up.


  Jiang Cheng jumped. Bouncing right up from his seat, he almost toppled onto the floor. Gu Fei’s eyes stayed closed. He was still in the exact same position. Jiang Cheng thought perhaps he was so thirsty that he was hearing things. He stared at Gu Fei for a few seconds before he quietly called out, “Gu Fei?”


  “I asked if you wanted to fuck.” Gu Fei opened one eye, a corner of his lips lifting. “Been sitting here staring for at least twenty minutes.”


  “Holy shit.” Jiang Cheng stood up. “You were awake this whole time?”


  “Your phone’s vibration is really strong.” Gu Fei pushed himself up on his forearm and rubbed his eyes, still hugging the pillow. “It shook me awake as soon as it went off.”


  Staring at him, Jiang Cheng couldn’t bring himself to say a single word. Not because he’d still managed to wake Gu Fei up despite being so careful, but because of…Gu Fei’s pose. With the upper half of his prone body propped up by his elbows, every line and every curve—his shoulder, his lower back, his ass—was sheer temptation.


  Jiang Cheng walked to the side of the bed, keeping his eyes glued to Gu Fei’s lower back all the while. To keep from sounding too horny, he forcibly cleared his mind and asked, “Why were you pretending to sleep when you’re already awake?”


  Gu Fei turned his face to look at Jiang Cheng. “Not pretending. I was just a little tired, so I didn’t wanna move. I thought I’d lie here for a while.” 


  The word “tired” instantly snapped Jiang Cheng back to reality. Gu Fei’s fever wasn’t entirely gone, and because of how bad it’d been the night before, he was very tired right now.


  Jiang Cheng, you can’t have wayward thoughts about a sick person!


  “Then, um…you should snooze for a little longer,” Jiang Cheng said with difficulty. “I—”


  “You really don’t want to do it?” Gu Fei put his head down, bracing his forehead against the pillow. “Before I change my mind from all your dawdling…”


  With his head bowed, the lines of Gu Fei’s shoulders suddenly became clearly defined, stretching perfectly into the contours of his shoulder blades. The way Gu Fei looked right this second, Jiang Cheng felt that if he had the willpower to stop himself from pouncing, he could probably take a lifelong vow of abstinence.


  Flinging off his shirt in one fluid motion, he leaped onto the bed, pressed himself against Gu Fei’s body, and bit down on the back of his neck.


  “Hnng…” Gu Fei moaned in a very low voice, though it was unclear if it was the weight or the bite.


  Enchanting.


  This right here has to be what that word was made to describe.


  Jiang Cheng put an arm around Gu Fei as he sprinkled kisses and bites all over, grinding against Gu Fei’s body. He felt Gu Fei’s elevated temperature acutely as he skated his hands over the smooth, taut skin; it burned him until he could hear his own panting grow heavier with every breath.


  He had kept all his desires toward Gu Fei locked up deep inside for the past few months. When left untouched, it was like a dormant seed: Its existence was practically undetectable, but as soon as it was exposed to the sun and rain, it would surge to life and grow wild.


  Along with those desires, his memories of Gu Fei’s body had been locked away too—his scent, which was familiar and intoxicating; his voice, which could set his most sensitive nerve endings alight with a single low sound; his touch, which sent sparks flying from the most fleeting contact…


  Now, this awareness swiftly proliferated, like branches unfurling throughout his body, over his skin, rapidly engulfing the entirety of his being.


  Perhaps he had gone too long without this kind of intimate contact. Perhaps it was long-awaited release from an immense pressure. Maybe it was the impending departure that awaited them in the not-so-distant future. Whichever it was, Jiang Cheng felt an especially strong urge today to crush Gu Fei into himself bit by bit, desperate to be enveloped by his warmth.


  He didn’t even remember how he managed to leave Gu Fei’s side long enough to lunge for the bedside table, pull open the drawer, and take out the necessary supplies as fast as thunderbolts and lightning, nor how he returned to bed and flung himself back into battle with a force that was very, very frightening.


  Going eight hundred rounds might have been aspirational, but one solidly satisfying round was an achievable goal worthy of meticulous execution.


   


  ***


   


  As their mingled chorus of gasps and moans gradually quieted down, Jiang Cheng lay flat on top of Gu Fei’s body with his eyes closed. He took a minute to catch his breath before turning back and planting another bite on Gu Fei’s neck, then finally propped himself up. He watched as a bead of sweat slid from the tip of his nose onto Gu Fei’s chest.


  “Do you feel uncomfortable at all?” Jiang Cheng touched Gu Fei’s forehead with his hand, but since he also felt warm all over right now, he couldn’t for the life of him make out the temperature of Gu Fei’s forehead.


  Gu Fei smiled. “Nope.”


  “Will you get cold from all this sweat?” Jiang Cheng frowned and brushed his hand over Gu Fei’s skin again. “Go take a hot shower.”


  “Worry about yourself.” Gu Fei drew his finger across Jiang Cheng’s belly. “You sound like you just ran three miles.”


  “Come on.” Jiang Cheng grinned and got up from the bed. “Let’s go shower.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei followed him out of bed. As he walked out the door, he said, “Get me some clothes.”


  “Turn the heat up higher,” Jiang Cheng called after him as he pulled open the closet door. Gu Fei seemed all right—not like a sickly patient who had just been taken advantage of.


  As Jiang Cheng walked out of the bedroom with a change of clothes for each of them, he glanced up and saw the curtains in the living room, open with a foot-wide gap.


  “The fuck?” He froze in place, then quickly lowered the clothes in his hands to cover the most important part. Faced with the choice between charging into the bathroom at light speed and scurrying back to the bedroom, he decided on the bathroom. After all, turning around would have exposed his ass.


  When he raced into the bathroom, Gu Fei had already turned on the showerhead and was standing under it with one hand braced against the wall. As soon as he saw Jiang Cheng run in, he cracked up. “The curtains were open.”


  “You saw and didn’t tell me?” Jiang Cheng glared at him.


  “I didn’t get a chance to. I just ran in here with my hands covering Feifei Junior,” Gu Fei said, laughing. “It’s not a very big opening, anyway, and we’re not facing anyone’s windows. It’s fine.”


  “I bet you didn’t tell me on purpose.” Jiang Cheng set the clothes on the rack and walked under the water, pressing himself against Gu Fei’s back.


  “No.” Gu Fei turned around and leaned against him, resting his chin on Jiang Cheng’s shoulder.


  Jiang Cheng tutted. “I know you did, even if you won’t admit it. You haven’t even fully recovered yet, and you’re already so troublesome.” 


  Gu Fei grinned without a word.


  It actually wasn’t all that convenient to take a shower huddled up against another person, but Gu Fei kept hanging on to him—perhaps out of fatigue, or perhaps because he just wanted to be coddled. Rather than push Gu Fei away, Jiang Cheng made quite an effort to wash them both, all while holding Gu Fei in his arms.


  Once they’d had breakfast, Gu Fei returned to bed. After that sweaty workout, his temperature had dropped to 98.2 degrees. Jiang Cheng was greatly relieved as he lay down on the bed with him.


  “Let’s get a little more sleep,” he said. “Nothing else to do anyway.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei rolled over and put his arms around Jiang Cheng.


  Even though Jiang Cheng didn’t feel all that tired, he still fell asleep almost the moment he closed his eyes—at least, until the buzzing of an incoming call woke them both up.


  “Who’s calling?” Gu Fei asked, his voice still thick with sleep.


  “Dunno.” Jiang Cheng was also a little dazed. He felt around under the pillow for his phone, but he couldn’t find it even after the buzzing stopped. “They hung up.”


  “Are they calling you to go to the farewell dinner?”


  “That’s in the evening.” Jiang Cheng finally found his phone and looked out the window. It was dim, not that different from when they woke up this morning. “Is it about to rain or… The hell?” He stared at the time on his phone, absolutely bewildered. “It’s already six o’clock?!”


  Gu Fei looked up in surprise. “What?”


  The call was from Lao-Xu. Everyone had already gathered for the farewell dinner at the hotel. Aside from Yi Jing, they were the only ones still missing.


  “I overslept,” Jiang Cheng said apologetically into the receiver. “Sorry about that, Xu-zong. I’m coming right now.”


  “Can you get in touch with Gu Fei?” Lao-Xu asked. “I called him, but his phone’s off… I know he’s never liked to show up for these group events, but this is the last one, just this one last meal together. I really hope he can come.”


  “I…” Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei beside him. “I’ll reach out to him. We’ll come together.”


  After hanging up, he touched Gu Fei’s forehead—it felt like an acceptable temperature. “Lao-Xu’s worried you’re not going to dinner.”


  “Yeah, I’ll go.” Gu Fei rubbed his hands over his face. “It’s the last time, after all.”


   


  ***


   


  Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu had reserved a conference room on the second floor of the hotel, where they had arranged several large tables. When Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei arrived, the room was already filled with heated shouts and joyful laughter.


  “They’re here, they’re here!” someone yelled upon seeing them.


  “I knew they’d come together,” one of the girls said with a laugh.


  Wang Xu was sitting at the table farthest in. He stood up and waved at them. “Over here!” he shouted. “I saved your seats! Here!”


  “Where’s Yi Jing?” Gu Fei asked quietly when he sat down.


  “Not coming. They called her already.” Wang Xu sighed. “Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu both tried calling; she can’t come, and she’s even turned her phone off now.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Anyone would feel terrible if it had happened to them,” Gu Fei said.


  “Mm.” Wang Xu poured them both a cup of tea, and then two pints of beer. “It’s okay if she doesn’t wanna come, or if she repeats the year or whatever. She’s got me.” Jiang Cheng shot him a glance, smiling, and Wang Xu glared at him. “Don’t you doubt me, Jiang Cheng. When I’m sure about someone, I will stick by her side.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “I believe you.”


  “On this point, you two should take a lesson from me.” Wang Xu looked at him with a resolute expression.


  “If anyone heard that, I’ll be sure to give you a makeover so thorough that not even Yi Jing will recognize you,” said Gu Fei.


  “I was being quiet!” Wang Xu protested, lowering his voice even more. “Can you have a little more faith in me?”


  “Nope,” Gu Fei replied.


  “…Damn it.” Wang Xu picked up his cup grumpily and swallowed a big gulp of tea.


  “Students! Students!” Lao-Xu stood up from across the table, a pint of beer in his hand. “I have a few words.”


  Everyone’s voices dropped, but there was still a low buzzing in the room.


  “Among everyone here, some of you have heard me go on and on for three years, some two. Most of you never wanted to listen.” Lao-Xu tapped his chopsticks against the glass. “But this is the last time, so all of you, listen up.”


  Everyone quieted down and looked toward him.


  “The university entrance exams are over, and with them, so are your high school days,” Lao-Xu said. “Regardless of how you spent these past three years, when you look back on them in the future, these have been the days of your youth…”


  Lao-Xu paused and took a swig from his glass. “After this summer, some of you will leave this place and go to school in another city, and some of you will stay here—either for school or for work. It will be difficult for all of us to gather in one place again in the future. And so…today!”


  Looking at the teary shimmer in Lao-Xu’s eyes, Jiang Cheng felt a little emotional as well.


  “And so, today!” Lao-Xu raised his glass high over his head. “If you want to cry, or laugh, or have a little drink, go right ahead. Whatever your paths are in the future, I am proud of all of you, because you’ve brought me many pleasant surprises—of course, a lot of troubles too. All of these are precious memories that should not be forgotten no matter how much time passes…”


  With that, Lao-Xu tipped his head back and downed the rest of his glass before booming out, “Class Eight, Class Eight! We’re the dark horse at the gate!”


  “Class Eight, Class Eight! We’re the dark horse at the gate!” Everyone raised their glasses, echoing the chant until all their shouts melded into one.




  Chapter 106


   


  THIS FAREWELL DINNER had Jiang Cheng feeling a little wistful.


  A whirlwind of emotions swept through the room after Lao-Xu’s speech. A good number of students were already clustered into teary huddles halfway through the meal—first the girls, then the boys, too. One sip of alcohol was all it took to get everyone bawling. Even if they had fought before, all their grudges melted away in this moment—perhaps these quarrels would continue later beyond this room and this meal, but not right here, right now, when they were all simply members of Class Eight.


  Though not much food had been eaten, the drinks had already been topped off a couple of times. Some other teachers tried to intervene, but they were all forced back with one line from Lao-Lu.


  “Just this once—let them drink as much as they want,” he said. “It’s all coming back out as tears anyway.”


  Jiang Cheng only had two glasses of beer. He felt a sense of wistfulness, but none of the intense emotions the rest of his classmates were feeling. In fact, that absence of feelings was part of the reason for his wistfulness. After all, he hadn’t spent as much time with these people. He still couldn’t put names to many of these faces—but then again, with the exception of Pan Zhi, he’d felt more or less the same about his classmates at his old high school.


  Being disconnected on both ends left him feeling untethered. Was there anyone capable of evoking such intense emotions in him…? 


  He turned around and glanced at Gu Fei next to him, who had his head down as he played on his phone, his face impassive.


  Perhaps Gu Fei was the only one.


  After everyone had finished crying to their hearts’ content, it was time to exchange contact information and take photos together. Gu Fei had actually added quite a few classmates already for the sake of his stupid Aixiaochu, whereas Jiang Cheng hadn’t added anyone aside from the guys they played basketball with.


  Now, they all started coming up to him.


  One of the boys squeezed up to his side. “Hey, Jiang Cheng, let’s add each other.”


  “Sure.” Nodding, Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone. He truly was a little surprised, though—he thought the guy looked familiar, but up until a second ago, he’d always assumed he belonged to Class Seven next door.


  After he’d added several other boys to his WeChat, the girls started coming over as well.


  Exchange contacts. Take photos. Ad infinitum.


  Even Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu were poking their heads everywhere in excitement.


  After stiffly holding the corners of his mouth up for photos with several girls in a row, Jiang Cheng noticed in his peripheral vision that Gu Fei was no longer beside him. Good Little Bunny sure is an apt name, he thought, hopping off faster than anyone.


  Finally, after Wang Xu had finished wrangling him into a photo with one arm around his neck, Jiang Cheng walked out of the room and found Gu Fei in the hallway, leaning against the wall.


  “You certainly didn’t waste time running away!” Jiang Cheng said, glaring at him.


  “I always run from these things.” The corners of Gu Fei’s mouth lifted. “Unlike some guy who used to have a girlfriend, who must be really enjoying himself.”


  “Bull-fucking-utter-shit!” said Jiang Cheng.


  “I want a photo together, too,” Gu Fei said.


  Jiang Cheng laughed. “Don’t we have enough of those?”


  “Not like this.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone, then walked to the door and looked at him. “Come on.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t know what Gu Fei was thinking, but he went over to stand beside him anyway.


  Gu Fei pulled him close, both of their backs to the door. He held up his phone with one hand and put the other around Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “Get ready. I want a big smile.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng cracked his mouth wide and stretched his facial muscles in preparation. “Right, how do you want to do this? It’s a little dark in here, isn’t it?”


  “It’ll look good backlit, too.” Gu Fei lifted his leg and swung it backward, kicking open the door of the private room behind them. “Smile!”


  Jiang Cheng cooperated immediately, putting on an exaggerated grin, but when he saw the scene captured in the camera screen, it promptly turned into a genuine laugh.


  Everyone in the room was either wiping away their tears or huddled together drinking. When the door swung open they all froze in place, and everyone was still holding the position of whatever they’d been doing a second ago, eyes collectively directed toward the doorway.


  Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu were caught crossing their arms as if to share a nuptial drink under the pressure of their students. Their arms were already interlocked with cups raised to their lips, but now they looked toward the door together like a pair of deer in the headlights.


  Gu Fei pressed down on the shutter. “Okay.”


  “I was wondering where you ran off to!” Wang Xu shouted as he lunged at them from behind a few chairs. He wrapped his arms around Gu Fei and started hauling him inside. “Everyone! Hurry up and get over here if you want a picture!”


  “Ah, crap.” Gu Fei struggled a few times but didn’t manage to break free, and a horde of excited and inebriated young people caught up and dragged him inside with them. Pinning him to a chair, they started to take turns snapping selfies with him. Jiang Cheng leaned against the doorway and laughed as he watched.


  It was likely that after tonight, none of these people would have the gall to trap Gu Fei in a chair for a selfie with them. After all, the guy was a notorious troublemaker with an ice sculpture for a face.


  Jiang Cheng took out his phone too and snapped a few pictures of the chaotic scene. It would be a memory of sorts. 


  Whether he was close with these people or not, they were still a part of his high school life; he’d spent the eighteenth year of his life here, and these were the people he had passed along the way.


  After dinner, they still had plans for karaoke. As usual, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei fell behind, walking at the back of the crowd. Everyone ahead of them was so elated they couldn’t even walk straight. The two of them watched the others make a turn at the intersection ahead, then walked in the other direction, onto a street that would lead them back home.


  “You don’t want to party a little longer?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Nah, my head’s ready to burst from all the partying already.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Besides, the way you are right now, we’d better go back and rest.”
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  “What way?” Gu Fei touched his own face. “Haven’t I always been pretty good-looking?”


  “You spent the whole of yesterday with a fever, and then…” Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “…exerted yourself. You should rest well for a few days.”


  “I have to go back home first thing tomorrow morning,” Gu Fei said. “Er-Miao will be looking for me.”


  “Is two days her absolute limit?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Not exactly—sometimes it’s three. When I used to travel out of the city by myself, I was usually gone for two or three days. But she starts throwing tantrums and smashing things when she’s upset.”


  Jiang Cheng sighed quietly. “And she doesn’t listen to your mom at all, right? She’ll only listen to you.”


  “Pretty much.” Gu Fei pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and held it between his lips. “I’m not super sure about it myself. She’s not exactly like the kids who are born shut-off or whatever—she just didn’t talk very much when she was younger. There probably wasn’t anything else wrong with her.”


  “It was…after her head injury?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Yeah, but they didn’t find any problems in the brain scans, either.” Gu Fei patted Jiang Cheng on the back. “Stop worrying about it, though—you should think about your applications instead. Lao-Xu will probably start conducting home visits in the next couple of days.”


  “Home visits again?” Jiang Cheng sighed. “There’s really nothing to talk about. I made up my mind about applications ages ago. If I meet the minimum entry scores they publish, I’ll apply right away.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.


  They were quiet again after that. Gu Fei didn’t pursue the topic of schools—not that Jiang Cheng wanted to delve into it either. Questions of schools and majors were things he really didn’t want to discuss with Gu Fei.


  It was supposed to be a happy, albeit nerve-racking thing, something that he couldn’t help but want to talk about. But with their inescapable separation drawing closer and closer, it pained him to even say a single word more.


  They finished walking down the block in silence before Gu Fei said, “When the time comes, I’ll take you there.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng blinked, then quickly waved his hand. “That’s not…that’s not why I asked about Gu Miao.”


  “I know.” Gu Fei smiled. “I just thought of it, that’s all. I wanna go with you.”


  Jiang Cheng shuffled closer to him, rubbing his arm against Gu Fei’s. “Okay.”


   


  ***


   


  After a few days of rest, Gu Fei started to busy himself again.


  When he rested, he mainly slept—whether at home or at Jiang Cheng’s place. Jiang Cheng slept along with him. It was all they did aside from eating; it was like they were two people who had never slept a wink in their lives.


  Jiang Cheng thought sleeping was a waste of the time they had left together; after all, once you were asleep, you couldn’t even tell who was lying next to you. You’d just wake up and find that several hours had gone by. Sometimes, though, he thought it was only when they were lying beside each other, holding each other, and listening to the calm breathing near each other’s ears, that he ever truly felt peaceful and grounded.


  Gu Fei was there when he shut his eyes and still there when he opened them. It was a wonderful feeling.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng hadn’t made any fun plans for the summer. It was partly because he wasn’t in the mood, and partly because he didn’t have time.


  Gu Fei spent the summer working. He filled his days with time at home, the convenience store, and photography gigs. In order to spend as much time together as possible—and to make some extra cash—Jiang Cheng tagged along to all the photo shoots.


  He had gotten completely used to modeling for photos by now. When he worked with photographer Gu Fei, they no longer needed to communicate verbally; he usually understood what Gu Fei wanted without either of them having to speak.


  Despite the tiring work—sitting for makeup and taking it off, changing into sets upon sets of different outfits, which were sometimes a huge pain and time-waster when they ran into more conceptual styles like Ding Zhuxin’s designs—Jiang Cheng was pretty happy that he could look up and see Gu Fei right there.


  Today’s job was a first for him: an underwear shoot. Ding Zhuxin had recommended them for it.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Gu Fei had asked him.


  “It’s not like it’s a condom ad,” Jiang Cheng said. “What’s there to be hung up about?”


  Gu Fei smiled. “I was worried that you’d be embarrassed.” 


  “As long as you’re the one taking the photos, I’ll be fine.” Jiang Cheng thought for a moment, then added, “Though you should ask them ahead of time if it’s okay that I have a tattoo.”


  “I asked, it’s not a problem,” Gu Fei said. “And I can edit it out in post if I have to.”


  Even though she knew the model had a tattoo on his leg, one of the female staff from the underwear company was still a little surprised at the sight of Jiang Cheng after he’d changed. “A bite mark?”


  “If it’s not okay, I’ll edit it out in post,” Gu Fei said.


  “No, no, no, no.” She waved her hand. “It’s fine. It’s got personality—very sexy.” She bent down and leaned a little closer. “Are those two itty bitty hearts?”


  Jiang Cheng cleared his throat, a little embarrassed. “Yeah.”


  “Ah, sorry, sorry.” She started laughing. “Let’s begin.”


  Almost twenty minutes into the shoot, she glanced at Gu Fei. “Xiao-Gu.”


  “Hm?” Gu Fei answered, still holding the camera.


  “That tattoo of his…it’s a matching set with the one on your collarbone, isn’t it?” 


  Gu Fei didn’t answer, but Jiang Cheng saw his eyes flit over to him, so he nodded. “It’s a set.”


  “Couples’ bite marks?” she asked, grinning. “Is your tattoo of Xiao-Gu’s bite mark, then?”


  “Yep,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “That’s pretty cool,” she said. After a moment, though, she waved her hands. “Oops, I’m being too nosy. No more talking. Continue as you were.”


  She was being nosy, since the two of them hadn’t even met her before. But Jiang Cheng wasn’t mad—he didn’t even feel annoyed. He realized that at some point, he’d stopped caring whether anyone knew about this little secret of his.


  Maybe their impending separation gave him a premature yearning so intense, it even made him glad to hear such nosy questions.


  Yes—they’re couples’ tattoos. It’s a set. A pair, in fact. We’re a couple. That very good-looking young man with long legs is my boyfriend… Of course, yours truly, the super-duper unparalleled hottie you see before you right now, is his boyfriend.


  Apart from commercial shoots, Gu Fei also continued to take all kinds of pictures on his own, ones with people and ones without. Occasionally, a very handsome young man could be seen striding through the frame.


  Jiang Cheng very much enjoyed these cameos against the rosy glow of dawn, in the rays of the setting sun, in misty drizzles, and under clear blue skies. He stayed in Gu Fei’s viewfinder, frozen in time in his photographs.


  Sometimes Gu Fei would set up his tripod, and the two of them would pass through the frame together.


  “You walk over from there,” Gu Fei said from behind the tripod, looking through the viewfinder. “And I’ll walk from this side. Then we’ll exchange a glance in the middle before continuing on. I’m going after that feeling of two people brushing shoulders in a crowd.” 


  “Okay,” Jiang Cheng agreed.


  As Gu Fei started toward him, he also walked toward Gu Fei.


  A breeze blew in the sunlight and brushed against him, dry and warm.


  Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei come closer with every step. His vision blurred as if he was peering through a large f/1.2 aperture—apart from Gu Fei, everything fell away. It was a short stretch of road, barely twenty yards, but it felt as though he was walking through the past year and a half. 


  Finally, the two of them met in the middle.


  According to Director Gu’s script, they were supposed to make eye contact, brush past each other, and keep going.


  Jiang Cheng knew Gu Fei wanted to capture them as simply strangers passing by against the scenery in the background. But in that instant, he found he didn’t feel like cooperating.


  “I’m not turning my back on you,” he said.


  “Huh?” Gu Fei blinked, but he quickly understood. “Okay.”


  When Jiang Cheng looked back after another couple of steps, Gu Fei was already standing there facing him.


  Jiang Cheng smiled. Gu Fei smiled too, clicking the remote shutter. “Perfect.”


  “I want to keep these last few for myself,” Jiang Cheng said as he walked back to the tripod. “Actually, I want all of them. Can you put them in a zip file for me?”


  “I’ll zip them for you as soon as I finish editing them,” said Gu Fei.


   


  ***


   


  It was a pretty busy summer for everyone. Pan Zhi’s family had dragged him on a seaside vacation, and his reluctance overflowed through the phone screen. His WeChat Moments featured nothing but photos of his three square meals a day without a single picture of the scenery. 


  Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei’s classmates were busy too. Wang Xu helped out at his family’s restaurant every day, and when he wasn’t doing that, he was parked outside Yi Jing’s building. Everyone else was either traveling or working part-time jobs. Students who were retaking the final year had already started contacting cram schools… In comparison, Jiang Cheng felt the way he and Gu Fei were spending their time in the couple of weeks leading up to the test scores coming out was almost too leisurely.


  The day before the results were due, though, a vague sense of anxiety began to seep in.


  Gu Fei appeared to have been shaken back to reality, too. He spent the whole night tossing and turning, unable to get to sleep.


  “If you turn around one more time, I’ll strip all your clothes off and spank you,” Jiang Cheng said, slapping Gu Fei’s butt.


  “If you wanna spank me I’ll let you do it, but who can say what’ll happen if you strip me down?” Gu Fei laughed. “I don’t have a fever at the moment, you know.”


  Jiang Cheng tutted. “You’ve got guts, huh? You little tyrant.”


  “Hey.” Gu Fei rolled over again and put his arms around Jiang Cheng. “The scores are coming out tomorrow, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Didn’t Lao-Xu call earlier specifically to remind us?” said Jiang Cheng. “He said we can check it sometime after noon.”


  “Why do I feel a little nervous?” 


  “You definitely did better than usual. In any case, you’ve stuffed quite a lot of information down the feeding tube over the past few months.” Jiang Cheng stroked his hand. “Don’t stress.”


  “I’m not nervous about me, I’m nervous about your score,” said Gu Fei.


  “Nervous, my ass. Don’t be a nagging grandma like Lao-Xu.”


  “Wanna do it?” 


  “Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered automatically, but then he paused. “What?”


  “Do it,” Gu Fei repeated.


  “Do what?” Jiang Cheng was still lost.


  “Fuck.” Gu Fei had been shifting around under the covers since he started talking, and when Jiang Cheng reached his hand over, he discovered that Gu Fei was already naked.


  “What the hell, Gu Fei. Are you sure you’re okay?” He was more than a little shocked. “What made you think of fucking while we were talking about checking test scores?!”


  “I was thinking about it even before we talked about checking scores.” Gu Fei sat up. With a single movement, he tossed aside the thin blanket covering Jiang Cheng. He swung one leg over Jiang Cheng’s body, a bottle of lube in his hand. “Take your pants off.”


  “…Fuck!” Jiang Cheng swore in English, evidently still not over his shock.


  “No problem,” Gu Fei replied immediately, also in English.


  Jiang Cheng wanted to laugh, but as Gu Fei’s hand wandered to his belly and slid downward, his breathing suddenly hitched. He couldn’t laugh anymore.


  “Or maybe I’ll take them off for you,” Gu Fei said quietly, leaning in close to his ear.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. Hearing Gu Fei’s hushed voice speaking directly into his ear like this always left him instantly overwhelmed by desire. Turning his face, he swiped his tongue over Gu Fei’s earlobe.


  Gu Fei’s breathing grew heavier. “Cheng-ge,” he said, breathing into Jiang Cheng’s ear.


  “…Hm?” Jiang Cheng answered. His voice sounded a little fluttery even to his own ears.


  “It’s been so long,” Gu Fei said. “I can’t be so patient with the prep this time.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng felt a little dazed. Every movement of Gu Fei’s hands was an intense jolt of stimulation. He could feel his breaths grow more and more desperate. There was no more room in his brain to figure out what Gu Fei was trying to say. It wasn’t until Gu Fei pushed in abruptly that Jiang Cheng stiffened, and his mind cleared. He drew in a sharp breath and grabbed Gu Fei’s leg, letting out a very low moan.


  “Hmm?” Gu Fei pressed Jiang Cheng’s legs down, and leaned in to kiss him.


   


  ***


   


  In the dark of night, there were no voices outside the window, only the occasional passing car and the crunching sound of its tires rolling over the ground.


  Jiang Cheng lay spread out on the bed. The night breeze sweeping in through the gap in the curtains felt soothing as it slid over his body. His eyes were closed. He didn’t want to move.


  Gu Fei was back from the shower after cleaning everything up, but Jiang Cheng lay there, still unmoving.


  “You’d think I fucked you so hard you passed out.” Gu Fei looked down at him from the side of the bed. “Should I haul you to the shower?”


  Jiang Cheng nodded with his eyes closed. “Sure.”


  Gu Fei tugged on Jiang Cheng’s arm and pulled him up. Before Jiang Cheng could open his eyes, he felt Gu Fei’s shoulder dig into his stomach, and his body was suddenly lifted into the air.


  “My… My…” Jiang Cheng clenched his teeth and held his breath. “My stomach…”


  Gu Fei carried him to the bathroom, laughing the whole way, then set him on the floor.


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng put one hand on his stomach as he leaned against the wall. “You’re lucky unconscious people can’t speak—otherwise I’d be cursing nonstop about being carried like that.”


  “Hurry up and shower,” said Gu Fei, “so you can be refreshed and rejuvenated when you get up tomorrow to check your score.”


  “…You weirdo,” Jiang Cheng tutted.


  He’d already forgotten that trace of anxiety surrounding the score-checking, but now that Gu Fei had brought it up, Jiang Cheng’s anxiety began to play on loop again.


  “You’re so annoying,” Jiang Cheng sighed as he flopped down next to Gu Fei after his shower. “You just had to mention checking scores again.”


  “Can’t fall asleep now?” Gu Fei smiled. “It’s okay. If you can’t sleep, then you can’t sleep. You’re not doing anything tomorrow anyway. Keep your eyes open until it’s time to check the score. You can sleep after.”


  Jiang Cheng sighed. “Sounds about right.” 


  He really felt like he’d stay awake long enough to see the sunrise, but life never went how you expected. He couldn’t remember exactly when he fell asleep, but when he woke up, it was to the sound of a phone call from Lao-Xu. More precisely, he was shoved awake by Gu Fei, who was holding Jiang Cheng’s phone in his hand.


  “It’s Lao-Xu.” Gu Fei looked groggy, though maybe a tiny bit more awake than Jiang Cheng. “You overslept for the farewell dinner, and now you overslept for the score-checking…”


  “What time is it?” Jiang Cheng was suddenly wide awake.


  “One p.m. It’s probably out by now,” said Gu Fei.


  “Oh.” A trace of apprehension overtook him as he picked up the call. “Yes, Xu-zong?”


  “Did you check your score yet?!” Lao-Xu said without any preamble, half yelling into the receiver as if he’d been possessed by the spirit of Lao-Lu. “Did you check your score yet, Jiang Cheng?!”


  “Not yet.” Jiang Cheng sat up in bed. “I just woke up…”


  “You overslept for such an important moment?!” Lao-Xu’s shouts turned into laughter midway through. “Hurry up and check! Go!”


  “…Did you already check my score?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Of course!” Lao-Xu’s laughter came bubbling through the phone receiver. “But I’m not telling you—go check it yourself! Hurry and check! Then call me back after! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha…”


  Jiang Cheng hung up and turned to Gu Fei.


  “Sounds like it’s pretty high.” Gu Fei hopped off the bed and turned on his laptop. “Lao-Xu’s laughing so hard, I think he’s turning into the Joker.”


  “You check it for me,” said Jiang Cheng. He could tell from Lao-Xu’s reaction that he had gotten a pretty good score, but he was suddenly a little afraid to check. “I’ll give you my examinee number.”


  “No need.” Gu Fei looked at the screen. “I know your examinee number.”


  Jiang Cheng blinked at him. “Even I don’t have it memorized.”


  “Your phone number, your government ID, your examinee number, your student number—I’ve memorized them all,” Gu Fei said as he clacked away at the keyboard. “We slackers are especially proficient at remembering useless information.”


  Jiang Cheng leaned in and kissed Gu Fei on the cheek before quickly retreating to sit on the bed. “Have you opened it?”


  “It won’t let me log in to the website,” said Gu Fei. “Don’t worry… Let me just refresh… They’re probably overwhelmed, too many people trying to check their scores right now.”


  “I’ll go get some water.” Jiang Cheng stood up.


  Gu Fei smacked the desk just as he was walking out. “I’m in!”


  Jiang Cheng froze on the spot—he couldn’t even look back in that direction. “What is it?”


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei stared at the screen for a few moments before turning to him. “You’re really not gonna come see for yourself?”


  “Will it kill you to just tell me the number?”


  Gu Fei announced the score immediately. “662.”3


  It took a few seconds for Jiang Cheng to recover from Gu Fei’s very abrupt announcement. He walked up to the laptop, glanced at the screen, then slowly sank down to the edge of the bed. Then he closed his eyes and let out a long exhale.




  Chapter 107


   


  662 POINTS.


  As Gu Fei announced the number out loud, Jiang Cheng’s mind briefly went blank from how suddenly and profoundly he’d relaxed. He sat on the edge of the bed and spaced out for almost twenty seconds before slowly regaining his mental faculties.


  It was enough—higher than Jiang Cheng’s own estimate. After all, he had done his fair share of skipping class, fighting, and general fooling around in his early high school days. All those times he’d crammed in the days leading up to tests, he’d just been relying on some innate cleverness. An atypical overachiever was no match for your stereotypical overachiever. A score like this was entirely satisfactory.


  And based on the scores in their province from the past few years, it was more than enough to get into the school and program of his choice.


  The words he’d once said to Shen Yiqing, “I can prove myself, no matter where I am,” had finally been fulfilled. He wasn’t just talking out of his ass.


  Shen Yiqing would never know this, nor was he planning to let her know. It was enough that he knew it himself. All this time, this was exactly what he’d wanted.


  “Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei called out to him, pulling him back to earth. 


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng lifted his gaze at him.


  “Congratulations,” Gu Fei said. “Your efforts weren’t in vain.”


  “You didn’t spend all this time tiring yourself out in vain, either.” Jiang Cheng reached over and gently caressed Gu Fei’s face. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t force me to say you’re welcome,” Gu Fei said.


  “You’ve worked hard, boyfriend.” Jiang Cheng smiled.


  Gu Fei squeezed Jiang Cheng’s hand. “All in service of my boyfriend.”


  “Check your score.” Jiang Cheng turned to the laptop screen. “Come on, let’s see what you got.”


  “I’m probably somewhere in the three hundreds—doesn’t make a difference either way.” Gu Fei turned to the screen and started typing in his examinee number. “I was thinking before that mine is probably just your score divided by two.”


  Jiang Cheng laughed. “I’ve never heard of that kind of estimation method before.” 


  “Innovative, isn’t it?” Gu Fei typed in his number and clicked the mouse.


  As the page loaded, Jiang Cheng suddenly felt some tightness in his chest. It was difficult to breathe. He felt even more nervous than he had been waiting for his own score. With his elbows propped on his knees, he could feel his legs shaking slightly. 


  Gu Fei’s score wouldn’t be very high—he had used his time at school to play two whole years of that stupid Aixiaochu. Despite those final months he’d spent helping Jiang Cheng study, it hadn’t been a systematic review for him. A reasonable estimate would put his score in the three hundreds… 


  Still, he was anxious. The page was still loading. The laptop was a little slow, and it took a while for everything to load. Jiang Cheng waited for a fraction of a second before he gave up and pressed his forehead against Gu Fei’s shoulder; he couldn’t bear to watch.


  A few seconds later, Gu Fei’s shoulder started to shake.


  “What is it?” Jiang Cheng didn’t move his forehead from Gu Fei’s shoulder.


  Gu Fei didn’t speak, just continued to laugh.


  “Gu Fei, you ass!” Jiang Cheng yelled.


  “It’s over four hundred,” Gu Fei said. “It’s just kind of a funny number.”


  Over four hundred? Jiang Cheng’s eyebrow lifted in surprise. Based on last year’s numbers, that score was more than enough to make it into any of the third-tier universities. He whipped his head back to look at the total score displayed on the screen.


  419? “For one night?”


  “Shit,” Jiang Cheng said, remembering a stupid online pun.


  “Right?” Gu Fei laughed.


  “Your Chinese score is pretty good! And your Humanities comprehensive isn’t too bad either.” Jiang Cheng’s attention had immediately shifted. “If it wasn’t for your Math…and English…”


  “I didn’t think I’d get above thirty in Math.” Gu Fei grinned. “This is me overperforming.”


  Gu Fei’s Chinese score was 128, but his Math and English scores had dragged the total down a lot. These weren’t subjects he could make up for with a few short months of studying with Jiang Cheng, but considering how busy Gu Fei had been with everything else in those months—only occasionally quizzing Jiang Cheng or casually flipping through his notes—this was honestly an impressive score.


  Jiang Cheng stood up, walked behind Gu Fei, and bent down to hug him. He nuzzled his head into Gu Fei’s shoulder.


  “You should give Lao-Xu a call.” Gu Fei reached back and gently squeezed the back of Jiang Cheng’s neck. “I bet he’s waiting. If you don’t, I think he’ll be calling back any time now.”


  “Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered.


  This year, the top examinee for Humanities in their province had gotten 664. Jiang Cheng’s score of 662 didn’t allow Lao-Xu to experience what it felt like to be the homeroom teacher of the Number One Scholar, though it was probably the highest score he’d seen at Fourth High since he started teaching there. 


  Lao-Xu was so thrilled that he couldn’t even speak properly. Every time he thought about it, he would give Jiang Cheng another call to marvel at the result. It was almost as if he could end his teaching career now and retire with no regrets.


   


  ***


   


  For the next few days, Jiang Cheng’s phone was ringing off the hook.


  Calls from his classmates, teachers, the principal, the school directors, the school board, and student enrollment offices blew up his phone. Even when he went out to get breakfast, he’d be recognized by the breakfast stall keeper. 


  “You’re that student…Jiang Cheng, right? The one who got the highest university entrance exam score in the city? The Jiang Cheng who’s in the top five or top ten of the province or something?”


  “Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng replied. “I’d like a tray of meat buns—”


  “Ha ha ha ha ha, see that?!” The owner puffed out his chest gleefully with his arms akimbo. “The Number One Scholar in the city got there by eating breakfast at my stall every day! My breakfast nourishes the brain!”


  “And tofu pudding…” Jiang Cheng continued helplessly.


  “That’s right! Tofu pudding, also good for the ol’ bean!” The owner tapped his head meaningfully, still puffing his chest up. 


  “And dough—” But Jiang Cheng was cut off before he could finish.


  “Dough fritters and fried pancakes are also—” The owner’s chest remained ever so puffed.


  “Double portions to go!” Jiang Cheng interrupted, raising his voice.


  “No problem, kiddo!” The owner immediately began packing up his food. “Today’s breakfast is on the house, Top Scholar!”


  Once he returned to his apartment, Jiang Cheng took out his phone and turned it off.


  “What if someone calls you for something important?” Gu Fei asked.


  “There’s not much left to do. The only ones who keep calling me are the staff from the enrollment offices. The entry score requirements are about to be released, and the applications will start soon—they’re all gunning for recruitment,” Jiang Cheng said. “I already decided where I’m going ages ago, so there’s no use playing tug-of-war with them at this point.”


  “Have you told Lao-Xu?” Gu Fei asked.


  “…I guess I’ll tell him now.” Jiang Cheng thought about it and turned his phone back on. He glanced at Gu Fei. “I’m planning to go into the law program at U of R.”


  Gu Fei blinked. “Ah.” 


  Jiang Cheng stared at the bootup screen on his phone. It was the first time he’d spoken to Gu Fei about the school he planned to go to. For some reason, he felt an inexplicable sense of dread as soon as he said it aloud.


  “You decided on this a long time ago?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I thought about it in middle school. It’s something I’m interested in, and I like the idea of having a solid real-world skill under my belt.”


  “Good.” Gu Fei pulled him into his arms. “A badass program is better than a badass school, right?”


  Jiang Cheng smiled as he turned and gave Gu Fei a kiss.


   


  ***


   


  Lao-Xu had a hard time wrapping his head around Jiang Cheng’s decision—he had to confirm it multiple times. “You can get into PKU with a score like this. Are you sure you don’t want to go?”


  “I’m sure,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “But PKU’s Humanities college is the best in the country,” Lao-Xu said. “You don’t want to consider it at all?”


  “U of R has the best law program,” said Jiang Cheng. “Really, Xu-zong. I’m not going to consider PKU. If my score meets the entry threshold, I’ll be applying to U of R directly.”


  “All right, all right. The best program is an important point too.” Lao-Xu thought about it some more. “You know what you’re doing. I support you! Either way, wherever you go, you’ll always be my most accomplished student!”


  “Xu-zong,” Jiang Cheng said with a small smile, “I’m going to turn my phone off for a little while. If the other schools call to ask, can you please tell them for me?”


  “Sure, sure, all right,” Lao-Xu answered. After a period of thought, he added, “Ah, Jiang Cheng, you’re pretty close with Gu Fei, right?”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei beside him. “What is it?”


  “I checked his score,” Lao-Xu said. “He can get into a third-tier with no problem. It’s just that…third-tier schools have much higher tuition fees. I’m worried about his family’s situation… If he’s having trouble, both Mr. Lu and I will be able to help him out. If I bring it up to him, he’ll refuse it outright, so I’m wondering if you can talk to him and see what he’s thinking.”


  After the call with Lao-Xu was over, Jiang Cheng turned his phone off and set it on the table before breathing out a sigh of relief. “All quiet now.”


  “What does Lao-Xu want you to talk to me about?” Gu Fei asked.


  “He said third-tier schools have high tuition fees, so if it’s too much for you…” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “He and Lao-Lu are willing to help out.” 


  “He thinks I’ll refuse, so he asked you to come talk to me first?” Gu Fei smiled.


  “Yeah,” Jiang Cheng sighed. He’d considered this problem before himself, but he never ended up saying it out loud. Lao-Xu had said Jiang Cheng knew what he was doing, but Gu Fei was the one who really knew what he was doing. He’d handled everything on his own for almost two decades. When it came to deciding what to do and exactly how to go about it, Gu Fei was surer and clearer than anyone else. “Although I feel like it doesn’t make much of a difference whether I talk to you about it or not.”


  “Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said as he pinched Jiang Cheng’s chin, “do you trust me?”


  “Of course,” Jiang Cheng answered without thinking.


  “No matter where I am, if I want to, I can prove myself as well,” said Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng looked at him and nodded. “Mm.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t ask about Gu Fei’s decision again. He didn’t know whether Lao-Xu ended up tracking Gu Fei down to talk about it, either.


  He’d already guessed what Gu Fei’s decision was. Gu Fei would never accept any kind of help—that was just the kind of person he was. In the close to twenty years he’d lived, he’d always had only himself. If he could solve something on his own, then he would. It was already a matter of habit. And if he couldn’t handle expensive tuition, he would go to a school he could afford.


  This was who Gu Fei was. If ever he was willing to open his eyes, he would be invincible.


  Jiang Cheng knew that whatever choice Gu Fei made, he would not interfere, feel sorry for him, or lament his choice.


  When it came to his boyfriend, Jiang Cheng could launch into singing his praises without blinking—he could rattle off a whole essay with a perfect score without even skipping a beat.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng kept his phone off until after he’d submitted his application. He and Gu Fei went back to the life they led before: They worked some jobs, took some pictures, ate, slept, and walked with Gu Miao.


  The days passed without incident. These peaceful days should’ve gone by very slowly, except this time, it felt more like a gust of wind—he scrunched his eyes up for a moment as it came, and it had already passed him.


  There was no suspense over Jiang Cheng’s application; he had a clear goal in mind. Gu Fei’s application, however, saddened Lao-Xu. He had foregone the third-tier universities he qualified for and applied to a lower-tier local teacher training college.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t think there was anything wrong with his boyfriend’s decision. It was a school with low tuition fees and financial aid to boot, and he’d have a stable job on graduation. The most important point was that the school wasn’t very far from Gu Fei’s home. They had actually passed by it a couple of times while they were wandering aimlessly around town on their strolls—the campus was pretty big.


  “How did you go about telling Lao-Xu?” Jiang Cheng asked. “He must’ve been disappointed. I bet he wouldn’t have given up without a hundred rounds of back and forth.”


  “I said I wanted to be a good teacher like him.” Gu Fei leaned out over the windowsill with a cigarette in his mouth. “And suddenly he had nothing else to say.”


  Sitting in the nest he’d made for himself on the sofa, Jiang Cheng burst out laughing. “You really are too much.”


  “It was true—words of utmost sincerity,” Gu Fei said. “A college diploma is enough to teach middle school around here…”


  Jiang Cheng cracked up. “Mr. Gu will specialize in curing all sorts of rebellious streaks.” 


  The two of them laughed together for a while, but gradually, they both fell quiet. With just one sentence, Gu Fei had set them on two parallel paths.


  Jiang Cheng slumped on the sofa and propped his legs up on the coffee table, staring blankly at the TV. His mind was completely empty, devoid of all thoughts. He didn’t even know what TV show was airing. However, he kept sensing the slightest stir from Gu Fei’s end of the sofa. The guy smoked three cigarettes in a row, drank almost a whole glass of water, and got up to go to the bathroom once.


  “Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei sat back down beside Jiang Cheng.


  “I don’t feel like talking right now.” Jiang Cheng stared at the TV. “Don’t worry about me. I’m just gonna space out for a while.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei didn’t continue. Sitting beside Jiang Cheng, he stared at the TV with him.


  Only when Jiang Cheng’s eyes started to feel dry and he got so hungry he felt a little nauseous did he grab the remote, switch off the TV, and turn to look at Gu Fei.


  “Hm?” Gu Fei turned to him as well. “Hungry?”


  “There will be a way,” said Jiang Cheng.


  Gu Fei nodded. “Mm-hm.”


  “Maybe we can’t think of it right now, but eventually, there’ll be a way. Even if there isn’t any way, even if we have to keep going back and forth between two places for the rest of our lives, that’s not a big deal.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei looked at him.


  “Think of it as me being in denial if you want,” Jiang Cheng said, frowning. “But neither of us is allowed to let go.”


  Gu Fei nodded again. “Mm.”


  Jiang Cheng knew the problem could not be solved with simple childish perseverance—that would never be enough. But childishly persevering was the only thing they could do right now. So that was what they would do.


  He didn’t discuss the matter any further with Gu Fei. Nothing would come of it anyway. Besides, the days were flying by way too quickly, so quickly that there would only be time to celebrate one more joint birthday together before the end arrived.


   


  ***


   


  His acceptance letter arrived.


  Lao-Xu’s call came in on Gu Fei’s phone. “That son of a gun, Jiang Cheng! Is he addicted to having his phone off?! Does he not want his acceptance letter?!”


  “Come on, you son of a gun,” said Gu Fei. “Let’s go pick up your acceptance letter.”


  It was the first time Jiang Cheng had been back to Fourth High since the exams. There were red banners strung up on both walls next to the front gate of the school: Top Scholar of the City, Top Ten in the Province—Mr. Jiang Cheng. This was an achievement that would go down in Fourth High history, so they’d pulled out all the stops.


  As he entered the front gates and laid eyes on the banners, Jiang Cheng froze. “What the shit?” 


  The display on the bulletin board at the entrance was another sea of red. He had managed to come to terms with the banners and posters, but here behind the glass there was a gigantic blown-up photo of him displayed front and center. “That’s me?” 


  “Uh-huh.” Gu Fei took one glance and started laughing. “Yes, Mr. Jiang Cheng.”


  “What the hell, did they use the photo I gave them for my student ID?” Jiang Cheng exclaimed in extreme displeasure. “They could’ve used the ones from the basketball games! Why this one?! It’s totally fugly!”


  “Not at all.” Gu Fei quickly pulled out his phone and snapped a bunch of pictures of the display. “It’s very handsome. We’re the only two people in the world who can manage to take such beautiful ID pictures.”


  “Do you have any shame? You just had to include yourself even when you’re complimenting me?” Jiang Cheng glanced at him, thinking, but he still couldn’t let it go. “Can I talk to the school about switching out the picture? Maybe they can use one you took?”


  “Cheng-ge, how are you so…vain?” Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. “Who in Fourth High doesn’t know how handsome you are already?”


  Jiang Cheng glared at him without a word.


  “All right, fine, we’ll go talk to Lao-Xu about it,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll just blow up one of my photos of you and give it to the school myself, how’s that?”


  “Sounds good,” Jiang Cheng said.


  It might have been summer break, but there were plenty of students here for summer cram school. The whole way from the front gates to Lao-Xu’s office, Jiang Cheng was met with effusive praise, commendation, and looks his way.


  As he accepted the acceptance letter from Lao-Xu’s hands, Jiang Cheng finally felt a sense of closure about his University Entrance Exams.


  “Let me see… ‘Congratulations! We are glad to inform you that you have been accepted into our law program…’” Gu Fei read the letter intently. “Law major… Sounds extremely badass, Cheng-ge.”


  “It is badass!” Lao-Xu was a little overexcited. “Here, Da-Fei, why don’t you take a picture of me and Jiang Cheng. Use my cell phone. Jiang Cheng, hold up your acceptance letter.”


  Jiang Cheng thought taking a picture like this was utterly goofy, but he stood beside Lao-Xu and held up his letter anyway.


  Lao-Xu spent a long time smoothing out his clothes. “Ready.”


  Gu Fei took a photo of them with Lao-Xu’s phone. “Xu-zong, it’s time for you to get a new phone,” he said when he handed it back to Lao-Xu. “The picture looks like it was taken with a landline.”


  “Oh, don’t nag. I am about to buy a new phone, as a matter of fact. It’s a joyful occasion, after all!” Lao-Xu thought about it for a second. “Maybe you can take another one with your phone and send it to me.”


  “Ah…” Jiang Cheng sighed. He had no choice but to hold up the acceptance letter once again and crack open his mouth in a stiff smile.


   


  ***


   


  Once they were back in the apartment, Jiang Cheng lay on the bed and let out a long breath. It felt as if everything was finally settling into place.


  Gu Fei sat down beside him with the admissions package. He’d looked through it numerous times, from cover to cover, but he still couldn’t bear to put it down. He’d even spent some time setting up props to take a few pictures with his camera.


  “Little Bunny.” Jiang Cheng touched his leg. “What exactly is there to look at?”


  “I’m looking at how badass my boyfriend is,” Gu Fei said. “The U of R admissions package sure is fancy.”


  “Your boyfriend is right here.” Jiang Cheng pointed at himself. “If you think I’m badass, it’d be great if you can turn around and look at the real thing.”


  Gu Fei put down the admissions package and turned to gaze at Jiang Cheng for a long time. Finally, he smiled and said, “Cheng-ge.”


  “Hmm?” Jiang Cheng put his leg on Gu Fei’s and rubbed them together.


  “Have I ever told you,” Gu Fei said, “that you are the one thing I’m proud of?”


  Jiang Cheng stared at him. It was at least another two minutes before he finally spoke. “Come here, let me have a bite.”


  Gu Fei lay down beside Jiang Cheng, who rolled over and hugged Gu Fei tight before giving him a very earnest bite on the shoulder—even he himself could tell he’d bitten pretty hard. 


  Gu Fei sucked in a breath. “I can just hand you a knife so you can slice some right off—save you the trouble of biting.”


  “And you,” Jiang Cheng said, echoing Gu Fei’s earlier sentiment, “are the only one I can rely on.”


   


  ***


   


  Gu Fei’s acceptance letter arrived much later. When there were only a few days before Jiang Cheng was due to register at his school, Lao-Xu finally called. “Your acceptance letter! It’s here!”


  Jiang Cheng also turned Gu Fei’s admissions package over and over in his hands. Now he understood why Gu Fei had done the same with his that day. It was satisfying. Anything related to his boyfriend was endlessly satisfying to look at.


  “Chinese major.” Jiang Cheng took a bunch of pictures of the acceptance letter with his phone. “Good job, Mr. Gu.”


  “Li Yan said we should all go out for a meal tomorrow,” Gu Fei said, laughing. “He mentioned it earlier when the scores first came out, but I didn’t say yes. Now that my acceptance letter has arrived and you have to go enroll soon, shall we all go out and eat together?”


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng felt a complicated blend of emotions at hearing the word “enroll.” They had come to a decision already, though; he didn’t keep dwelling on it. “Sure, let’s go. I feel like I haven’t seen him and the others this entire summer.”


  “Seeing me is enough,” Gu Fei said.


  “That’s right.” Jiang Cheng leaned in and kissed the tip of his nose.


  This meal was something of a two-in-one package—a celebration for receiving their acceptance letters, and a going-away party for Jiang Cheng.


  Compared to the farewell dinner with his class, there was no atmosphere of emotional parting at the meal with Li Yan and the Fresh Out of Jail guys. They ate meat, drank alcohol, and were generally merry. It was an enjoyable meal all around. Li Yan and the others had pitched in to buy a very spiffy suitcase for Jiang Cheng as a gift. It was even adorned with a thoughtful bow on top.


  When Jiang Cheng rolled the suitcase back to his apartment, though, that sense of panic at their impending separation welled up in him once more.


  “What am I gonna do?” he asked, looking at Gu Fei.


  Gu Fei blinked. “What do you mean, what are you gonna do?” 


  “I’m a little…scared.” Jiang Cheng held Gu Fei tight. “I suddenly don’t want to go.”


  “Okay then, you can redo this school year,” said Gu Fei. “Shall we have another year of endless studying for days and nights on end?”


  “Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng muttered.


  “No need to be scared.” Gu Fei smiled as he returned the hug, rubbing his hands over Jiang Cheng’s back. “Cheng-ge’s so badass, Cheng-ge’s not scared of anything. I’m still right here. Just reach back whenever you’re scared, and you’ll find me.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes.


  “Besides, I’ll be going there with you,” Gu Fei said. “What’s there to be scared of? To start, I can beat your roommates into submission—then you won’t be scared anymore.”


  Jiang Cheng burst out laughing. “Dumbass.” 


  Gu Fei fell into senseless laughter with him.


  Resting his chin on Gu Fei’s shoulder, Jiang Cheng gave in to the giggles until gradually, his nose started to burn. He accidentally let a tear slip quietly down his cheek.




  Chapter 108


   


  THE ACCEPTANCE LETTER listed the registration date as the ninth. Gu Fei suggested they get there a couple of days early to familiarize themselves with the surroundings, but Jiang Cheng never gave his opinion on the matter. And since Jiang Cheng had said he would buy the tickets, Gu Fei did not continue to bring it up.


  In the end, it was only under the threat of tickets being sold out that he finally bought tickets for the eighth at the very last minute.


  Looking at the reservation information on his phone, Jiang Cheng felt a stuffiness in his chest. The explosion of misery about the impending goodbye was so overwhelming right now that it completely and utterly squashed any joy he felt at finally getting to go to his chosen school. There wasn’t a single drop of happiness left over.


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei stood in front of the closet as he took out Jiang Cheng’s clothes one by one. “You really don’t want to pack your own clothes? What if I packed something you don’t like…”


  “I don’t care.” Jiang Cheng sat cross-legged on the bed, playing stupid Aixiaochu on Gu Fei’s phone. He hadn’t really played for Gu Fei for a long time, so Li Yan had overtaken him by several levels. The game had even gone through three new updates in the interval.


  “Then don’t yell at me later when you don’t like the clothes,” said Gu Fei.


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Let me take that T-shirt of yours, the stupid one that says ‘F-U-C-K’ on it.”


  “But that stupid shirt is really old,” Gu Fei said.


  “I’ll wear it as pajamas.” Jiang Cheng put his head back down and returned to the game.


  “All right, then. I’ll go home to get it later.” Gu Fei gave Jiang Cheng a little smile.


  “And those track pants you have with the stripes down the sides, and your black hoodie,” Jiang Cheng added. “Oh yeah, and the gray jacket… Oh, and, uh, why don’t you grab a few pairs of your…your underwear, so I can take them with me?”


  “How about this, sir?” Gu Fei propped one hand on the closet door and looked at him. “We press pause on packing here, and you can come get all that stuff straight from my house.”


  “That’s all.” Jiang Cheng paused for a moment before laughing. “Let me have this. It’s not like you’re going to miss a few clothes.”


  “The ones the esteemed gentleman ordered are all pieces I wear on the daily,” said Gu Fei.


  “Oho.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him sideways. “Never mind, then. If I took them all, I guess you’d be forced to run around naked, huh?”


  “Jeez.” Gu Fei cracked up. “Anything else you want? I’ll grab it all in one go when I go home later.”


  “Gu Fei,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Hm?” Gu Fei looked at him quizzically.


  “Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng repeated.


  “Huh?” Gu Fei asked again.


  “Gu. Fei,” Jiang Cheng insisted. “What, have you suddenly gone stupid?”


  “…Oh.” Gu Fei started laughing. “Got it.” He walked up to the bed and gently kissed Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “You don’t need to pack Gu Fei to take with you. Gu Fei’s already yours. You won’t lose him wherever you put him—he’s yours no matter what.”


  Jiang Cheng swiftly reached up and bit Gu Fei on the chin.


  “Fuck.” Gu Fei flicked Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “You better fix this problem of yours. I’m probably the only one who can…”


  “What, who else?” Jiang Cheng tutted. “Should I bite Pan Zhi? Or Li Yan? Or Wang Xu?”


  Gu Fei laughed the whole way back to the closet and went back to packing Jiang Cheng’s clothes. When he got to the underwear, he picked up a pair and asked, “Why does this one have a hole in it? From your farts?”


  “I hung it on the hook the other day while I was showering, and somehow it got caught and ripped when I took it off,” Jiang Cheng said. “You could’ve asked if you were the one who poked a hole in it.”


  “I’m not that powerful,” Gu Fei said, laughing. “Or maybe we can try it tonight.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Staring at him, Jiang Cheng suddenly slapped the mattress. “I just remembered something extremely important.”


  “What?” 


  “Since we don’t have any plans for the next few days, we better hurry to get in some rolling around between the sheets in the time we have left,” Jiang Cheng said with a frown. “Once I go away to school, we’ll have to wait until National Day on the first of October before we have time again.”


  “…Ah.” Gu Fei nodded. “That truly is a very serious and important matter.” 


  Once they got into it, rolling around between the sheets was a never-ending activity. They would sleep whenever they got tired out, only to get back to it as soon as they woke up. Young people were filled with the fire of life—if ever they felt emptied out, all they needed was a good night’s sleep to feel as good as new again.


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei lay on the bed, looking through the ticket information on his phone. “Since we’re leaving for the train station early tomorrow morning, should we hit pause on the great and important endeavor? It’s just that we’re running low on lube and condoms and stuff—”


  “Why are you so shameless?” Jiang Cheng turned to him. “Do you seriously not feel at all embarrassed saying things like that out loud?”


  “…You’ve done it like a hundred and eight thousand times already and you wanna tell me you’re embarrassed?” Gu Fei chortled. “Do you know how loud you get when you—”


  “You bastard!” Jiang Cheng lunged over to cover Gu Fei’s mouth with his hand. “Even if I’ve done it two hundred and sixteen thousand times, I’m still not as brazen as you, running your mouth like this!”


  Behind Jiang Cheng’s palm, Gu Fei kept on cackling so hard his eyes were nothing but curved slits.


  “Well? Are you sorry?!” Jiang Cheng glared viciously at him. Gu Fei mumbled something incoherently. “Talk properly!” 


  Gu Fei didn’t make a sound this time, just stuck his tongue out and licked the center of Jiang Cheng’s palm.


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng immediately felt like his heart had been filled with a hundred fluffy bunnies, suffused with soft and fuzzy tenderness. Moving his hand away, he leaned in and licked Gu Fei on the lips. “I already miss you so much that it’s killing me.”


  “I’ll come visit you whenever I can.” Gu Fei held him. “No need to wait until October.”


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng sprawled himself on top of Gu Fei and buried his face in the dip of Gu Fei’s shoulder.


  They didn’t go out for dinner that day. After they’d brought Gu Miao to the store, they cooked and ate together.


  They hadn’t told Gu Miao that Jiang Cheng was going away to school. Gu Fei thought that it was best she didn’t know. She could go a long time without seeing Jiang Cheng, but if they told her that Jiang Cheng was leaving and that she wouldn’t be able to see him for months, she’d get angry and refuse to accept it.


  “Would be great,” Jiang Cheng sighed gently, “if this was also her attitude toward you.”


  Gu Fei smiled. “Well, I am her big brother.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything. Gu Miao has a mom, but you’ll never catch her getting upset just because she doesn’t see her mother.


  He knew it was a moot point, though.


  Gu Fei’s presence meant something unique to Gu Miao, something unquestionable. There were likely only two kinds of people in Gu Miao’s world—her brother, and everyone else. The place where she was born and raised and the only support she’d had all her life were the two things that could never change, and she could never lose them.


  Gu Miao took Jiang Cheng’s hand and drew a bunny on the back of it, coloring it in green. “That looks great,” said Jiang Cheng.


  The praise put Gu Miao in a pretty good mood, so she drew another one exactly like it right beside the first one and colored it in the exact same way. Just as she was about to draw a third, Gu Fei intervened. 


  “Hey, that’s a permanent marker. How’s your Cheng-ge supposed to go out tomorrow like this?”


  “It’s pretty cool,” said Jiang Cheng, looking at the back of his hand.


  Since Gu Fei had to take Gu Miao home for the evening, Jiang Cheng returned to his apartment by himself. He was planning to keep the lease here, since he still needed somewhere to live over the summer. Besides, this way, Gu Fei would have a place to stay if he ever wanted to be by himself.


  Jiang Cheng pulled open a drawer, took out an envelope, and counted the money inside. He then repacked the bills into a lucky red envelope. Since he’d told Gu Fei to hold on to his modeling paychecks, Gu Fei had kept the money safe for him until a few days ago, when he’d withdrawn all of it and given it to Jiang Cheng.


  Jiang Cheng had taken eight thousand yuan out of that, planning to leave it for Gu Fei. It wasn’t much, but there was no way Gu Fei would accept more. Jiang Cheng wasn’t even sure why he wanted to do this. Maybe it was because he was reluctant to leave Gu Fei, or maybe he just wanted to do something for his boyfriend—to shoulder a little of his burden.


  He opened the closet and put the red envelope in the pocket of one of Gu Fei’s jackets.


  He stood there giggling into the closet for a while, imagining Gu Fei’s face when he put on this jacket one day and discovered the red envelope inside.


   


  ***


   


  In the end, Gu Fei’s worry that they might oversleep and miss the train the next day proved completely unnecessary. It was quite impossible for them to miss the train when neither of them really slept the entire night.


  Jiang Cheng kept a tally of the number of times Gu Fei tossed and turned. Gu Fei even rolled over to him a few times in the middle of the night to gently stroke his cheek. Whenever that happened, Jiang Cheng would grit his teeth and try his damnedest to hold still. He didn’t want Gu Fei to worry when he found out that he couldn’t sleep, didn’t want his boyfriend’s heart to throb the way his did knowing Gu Fei hadn’t caught a wink the whole night.


  When the sun was almost up, Jiang Cheng finally couldn’t bear it anymore. He rolled over and pulled Gu Fei into his arms.


  “You’re awake?” Gu Fei asked him quietly.


  “Mm,” Jiang Cheng hummed.


  “Go back to sleep a little longer. It’s not time yet.” Gu Fei patted his back. “I’ll wake you when it’s time.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. He finally fell asleep at sunrise, but it felt like he’d only just closed his eyes when Gu Fei was shaking him awake again. “Cheng-ge, come have some breakfast.”


  Get up. Get dressed. Wash up. Eat breakfast. Check luggage. Leave.


  They stayed silent through the whole process. Even knowing that Gu Fei was going to ride the train with him and travel to the school with him, Jiang Cheng still felt morose. Gu Fei could only stay with him for two days. Registration was tomorrow, and the day after that, Gu Fei would have to come back first thing in the morning. He’d have to take the train back by himself.


  Just thinking about it was unbearable—to leave as two and return as one. He didn’t dare imagine how Gu Fei would feel.


   


  ***


   


  Despite its eternal state of filthiness and air of desolation, the old, run-down station was packed with lively people due to the start of the school year. Students thronged both inside the station and out, lugging suitcases behind them with anticipation written all over their faces. At this point, how they felt about their exam scores and the school they’d gotten into no longer mattered—in most of their hearts, that feeling had already been replaced by the overwhelming excitement of the new and unknown life ahead of them. 


  It wasn’t too long a ride to the school, so Jiang Cheng had booked them seats instead of bunks. Frankly, even if it had been a longer trip, he still would’ve opted for sitting tickets. This way, the two of them could sit side by side, arm pressed against arm and leg against leg. They could lean on each other’s shoulder with a simple tilt of the head. If they had sleepers, those kinds of actions wouldn’t be as natural. If two boys with their own bunks insisted on squeezing together on one, it would definitely look suspicious as hell.


  They found their seats in the noisy car and put their luggage away. When they finally sat down, they breathed long sighs of relief.


  It was only now that Jiang Cheng felt a little regret for buying the tickets so late. If he had bought them earlier, they might’ve been able to choose a two-seater row. Now, they were sitting in a three-seater row, and neither of them was next to the window.


  “This isn’t bad at all.” Gu Fei leaned close and pressed his arm against Jiang Cheng’s. “We’re lucky that we’re not separated by the aisle. Look at those two in front of us.”


  Jiang Cheng glanced ahead—there was a young couple in front of them. It was clear they were in the same situation; the boy was taking the girl to school. They sat on either side of the aisle, holding hands across the walkway. If someone passed by, they would let go, then rejoin their hands after the person passed, again and again.


  “If we had to sit like that, would you hold my hand?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “It’s a little dramatic,” said Gu Fei. “We could tango with our eyes instead.”


  Jiang Cheng laughed as he looked at Gu Fei.


  “Am I wrong?” Gu Fei looked into his eyes and giggled. “Just like this, two pairs of eyes meeting across the chasm. I’ll see the longing in yours, and in mine you’ll hear: ‘I’m right there by your side…’ Thank you for tuning in to Gu Feifei’s Romantic Poetry Mini Broadcast.”


  “Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng shook with laughter. “Don’t copy me.”


  “That’s unethical, Contestant Jiang Cheng. You shouldn’t corner the market,” Gu Fei said seriously.


  They continued joking around until the woman in the window seat arrived.


  Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone and took a photo of the platform to share to his WeChat Moments. Soon a number of replies appeared under it, wishing him well and saying goodbye.


  The first comment was from Wang Xu: Come back on National Day, we’ll eat meat pies.


  Jiang Cheng laughed for a while before putting his phone away. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes.


  Not long after that, an announcement notified them that the train would soon depart.


  Jiang Cheng opened his eyes. The moment the train began to move, his heart practically stopped beating in his chest. He swiftly directed his gaze out the window. The platform was empty now. The view outside started to slide backward.


  The train really was departing.


  The window was like a screen, the images shifting like an old-fashioned zoetrope. As the train station quickly disappeared from sight, the view was replaced by stretches of worn-down houses and taller buildings in the distance.


  Finally, the houses grew sparser, and gradually disappeared. The view was replaced by swaths of farmland, stretching out endlessly.


  Jiang Cheng’s heart felt as empty as those fields looked.


  The way he’d felt when he came here with only himself and his suitcase had been entirely different from how he felt right now. At the time, he had hardly taken more than a couple of glances out the window. This was a tiny city that he had once been reluctant to spend another day in—a place he only wanted to escape from. But now, as it faded out of sight behind him, he was actually starting to miss it.


  Although he’d been adamant about leaving this place—and there was no way he would stay—it held precious memories that he would never in a million years forget, as well as a person he would never in a million years let go of.


  When his phone rang, Jiang Cheng finally drew back his gaze. It was a call from Pan Zhi.


  The guy had really put his words before the exams into action. Even though he didn’t exactly do well, he’d still convinced his parents to throw him the money he needed to get into a university in the capital, where Jiang Cheng would be.


  “Is that Pan Zhi?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Yeah,” Jiang Cheng said as he answered the call. “He insists on picking me up…”


  “Be honest—if I didn’t come pick you up, wouldn’t you be extremely disappointed?” said Pan Zhi in displeasure when he heard Jiang Cheng’s voice. “Don’t get me wrong, Cheng-er, but the way you’re treating me right now is exactly what a scumbag playboy would do.”


  “As an actual authentic playboy,” Jiang Cheng said, “how dare you be so bold as to accuse your gramps of being scummy?”


  “Can’t I? Can you find half a fault in my single-minded devotion to you?” Pan Zhi protested. “You two don’t arrive until the afternoon, and I’m already walking around on your campus.”


  “Wait,” said Jiang Cheng. “When you said you were picking me up, did you mean at the train station or at the school gates?”


  “The train station, of course! Don’t you know me at all? Are we even bros anymore?!” Pan Zhi tutted a couple of times. “I’m just here for an advance tour. There’s a lot of pretty girls at your school… Oh, yeah, did you tell Gu Fei that I’m picking you up?”


  “I mentioned it. Why?”


  “Nothing, I wanted him to know that he’ll just have to put up with some third wheeling. You pretty much treated this third wheel like a complete stranger the entire summer,” Pan Zhi sighed. “Though I am still fairly considerate. I won’t stare if you two want to hold hands or make out or something…”


  Jiang Cheng had pressed the phone to Gu Fei’s ear so he could listen in, and now Gu Fei was cracking up. “We’ll have to present you with the Biggest and Best Third Wheel Award, then.”


   


  ***


   


  They didn’t talk much for the rest of the way, choosing instead to lean against each other with their eyes closed.


  Jiang Cheng was certain that he and Gu Fei both fell asleep, and very sloppily at that. Their heads knocked against one another more than a few times; they would open their eyes, exchange a look, and go back to sleep.


  The train was very punctual. About twenty minutes before its scheduled arrival, a lot of the other passengers had already gone to the door with their luggage.


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei yawned as he stretched his shoulder. “Did you not sleep well last night?”


  “Eh, I slept pretty well.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his face.


  “You were snoring just now,” said Gu Fei.


  “Bull—” Jiang Cheng broke off halfway to turn and glare at Gu Fei. “Really?”


  “No.”


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng breathed a sigh of relief. No matter where he was, it was always important to maintain his image. A handsome guy snoring with his mouth open on the train would be an unfortunate tragedy that even his good looks couldn’t salvage.


  After the woman at the window seat made her way to the door with her luggage and squeezed in with the rest of the crowd, Jiang Cheng got up with one knee on his seat to peer up and down the train car. Gu Fei reached his hand discreetly into Jiang Cheng’s shirt and rubbed his belly. Just as he was about to draw his hand back, Jiang Cheng leaned forward against the back of his seat and trapped his hand there.


  Gu Fei looked at him. “Bold, aren’t we?”


  “If there’s ever a time to give oneself over to the throes of passion, it’s now.” Jiang Cheng smiled at him. “It’s not like anyone knows me here.”


  Without a word, Gu Fei curled his fingers and scratched Jiang Cheng’s belly.


  It wasn’t until everyone else left the car that they finally got off with their luggage, walking slowly toward the exit gate where Pan Zhi was waiting for them. Before they were even halfway there, Jiang Cheng got a call from him.


  “Gramps! Be honest! Are you two trying to get back at me for third wheeling?! Everyone else from your damn train has left! Are you two coming out here or what?!”


  “Almost there,” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Who could be bothered to get revenge on you? I just didn’t want to squeeze in with the crowd.”


  “Hurry up,” Pan Zhi said. “I got a room for you two. We can go eat after you set your stuff down. I got us a table too.”


  “What do you mean, you got us a room?” Jiang Cheng didn’t quite understand.


  “Were you two going to sleep under a bridge tonight? Or were you going to sleep in your dorm and put Gu Fei under a bridge?” 


  “No, I mean, I could just do that myself,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “I’m begging you, Gramps, give me a chance to perform, please. Gu Fei’s pretty much stolen all of my scenes. We second male leads…or whatever numbered male leads…we have it hard, you know?”


  “I’ll add some extra scenes for you in a bit—we can have a proper hug,” Jiang Cheng told him.


  “You should ask the male lead if that’s allowed first,” Pan Zhi retorted.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t think it had been very long since he’d last seen Pan Zhi, but coming out of the station and seeing Pan Zhi standing there with a new hairstyle and an outfit that positively screamed “scumbag playboy,” he couldn’t help the sincere grin spreading across his face.


  “Grandpa!” Pan Zhi roared in total elation.


  “Grandson!” Jiang Cheng roared back.


  The passersby around them all looked in their direction, bearing witness to this touching intergenerational reunion.


  Pan Zhi charged over and gave Jiang Cheng a hug. “Fuck! I really have missed you.”


  Jiang Cheng laughed as he patted Pan Zhi on the back.


  Pan Zhi let go of him and turned to give Gu Fei a hug too. “Long time no see.”


  “You’ve gotten a whole eight degrees handsomer since the last time I saw you,” said Gu Fei.


  “Good eye.” Pan Zhi gave him a thumbs-up, then grandly waved his hand. “Come on, let’s go, let’s go! We can get there directly by subway.”


  “You got here pretty early, huh?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Of course,” Pan Zhi said. “I’ve had to repress myself all summer spending time with my parents—I wanted to escape as soon as I could. I’ve already been here for two weeks, just loafing around all day every day waiting for you two to show up.”


  Pan Zhi had already gotten to know the various subway lines. The room he’d booked was at a hotel next to the university, so they took the subway straight to campus. 


  “You two go put your stuff down and freshen up. We’ll meet in the lobby in half an hour,” he told them. “Don’t be late—they’ll cancel our table if we’re not there on time.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng went into the room, closed the door, and sat down on the edge of the bed. He watched Gu Fei set his luggage down by the wall before going into the bathroom to make sure there was hot water.


  The joy of seeing Pan Zhi again and the pleasant ease of chatting after so long slowly dissipated now that he’d entered this room. And now, as he watched Gu Fei putter about, the reluctance to part that erupted in this single instant filled him up until he was ready to explode.


  They had only one night today, and one day tomorrow. Gu Fei would be leaving first thing in the morning the day after that. Jiang Cheng would have to start living on his own in a new environment with new people. A new life—without Gu Fei by his side.


  For a very long time, he and Gu Fei would have to stay in contact through ubiquitous yet not nearly adequate cell phones. Whenever he had the urge to hug or kiss Gu Fei, he would only have a screen.


  As soon as thoughts like these began to rear their heads, it was impossible to push them back down.


  “Gu Fei,” he called out.


  “Hm?” Gu Fei answered from the bathroom, but he didn’t come out.


  Jiang Cheng stood and walked to the bathroom door. He saw Gu Fei standing there with his hands braced against the sink, staring at himself in the mirror. When he heard Jiang Cheng behind him, he quickly turned on the tap and splashed some water on his face.


  “Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said again, his heart wringing itself into a tightly twisted coil.


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei turned and gave him a tiny smile. His eyes looked a little red.


  “You were crying.” Jiang Cheng’s voice trembled as he walked closer to him. He cupped Gu Fei’s face in his hands and gently wiped away the wetness on his face. “Were you crying?”


  “Yeah,” Gu Fei admitted. He closed his eyes for a second. “I miss you so much, Cheng-ge. Right here, right now.”




  Chapter 109


   


  JIANG CHENG HAD THOUGHT his hands were pretty warm already, but when Gu Fei closed his eyes, letting a very small teardrop trickle from the corner of his eye onto his fingertip, he still felt its heat—this tiny bit of warmth carrying the weight of Gu Fei’s emotions.


  Jiang Cheng felt like somebody had grabbed his heart and wrenched it. It throbbed.


  He didn’t say a word, because he didn’t know what else there was to say. Gu Fei had never been one to wear his feelings on his sleeve. Even in front of Jiang Cheng, he always held back as much as possible.


  The first time this had happened, Jiang Cheng had spotted Gu Fei at the bottom of a dark river, his eyes closed.


  The second time was right now, watching Gu Fei struck down by their looming separation and longing, just like him.


  So Jiang Cheng had nothing else to say. If and when he opened his mouth, he would surely dissolve into a puddle of tears right alongside Gu Fei.


  But he couldn’t cry right now. He couldn’t add to the weight of Gu Fei’s longing. All he wanted to do now was hold Gu Fei, to let him feel his existence, lively and warm in his embrace. That was what he himself wanted at this moment—to hold the solid weight of Gu Fei in his arms.


  It was very quiet. The only sound was the low whirring of the bathroom fan.


  Jiang Cheng couldn’t hear Gu Fei’s tears, but he could hear his heartbeat. He wondered if the heartbeat was real or a figment of his imagination. He wondered whether it belonged to Gu Fei or himself.


  With his eyes closed, he held Gu Fei tightly, holding on to his clothes the way he wished he could hold on to time as it slowly trickled away—every minute and every second.


  What an annoying thing time was; it was bubbly and excitable in the most unfeeling way.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t know how long they spent standing like this before Gu Fei finally moved again, rubbing his face against Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “I’m fine now,” he said. “Are you going to take a shower? Or do you wanna wait until after dinner?”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng was caught by surprise; he hadn’t managed to fully suppress the waves of angst swirling in his heart. As usual, Gu Fei’s control of his emotions was god-tier.


  Gu Fei patted his shoulder. “Do you want to shower right now?”


  “I’ll just wash my face,” Jiang Cheng sniffed, “and shower when we come back. I can’t sleep if I don’t shower before bed.”


  “All right.” Gu Fei let go, then turned around and switched on the tap.


  Gu Fei splashed some water on his face and wiped it dry. By the time he turned back around, he had returned to normal.


  “Do you need to take a shower?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Nah, we can shower together tonight.” Gu Fei grinned. “A couple’s bath.”


  Jiang Cheng tutted and laughed. “You’re the most shameless person I’ll ever meet in my whole life.”


  “What do you mean, your whole life?” asked Gu Fei. “You’ll meet plenty of people in the future; lots and lots of ‘most’ whatevers.”


  “You are the most.” Jiang Cheng nudged him aside as he stepped in front of the sink to wash his face. “The most handsome, the most intelligent, the most cool, the most adorable, the most talented…the one I’ll miss the most.”


  “Then all I can say is a-fucking-men,” Gu Fei said.


  “Fucking what?” Jiang Cheng’s mind was still sluggish from his misery.


  “You, of course,” Gu Fei said with a laugh before he walked out of the bathroom.


  “Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng’s brain finally caught up to his ears. “I get that you wanna fuck, but men? What men?!”


  Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing as he walked to the window with a cigarette between his lips. He wondered what time it was—he was too lazy to take out his phone and check, but it was already dark outside.


  Looking up, he could see the vague contours of the night sky. Looking down, his view was filled with brilliant lights—fields of light made up of individual buildings and shimmering neon signs, near and far.


  “Whatcha lookin’ at?” Jiang Cheng walked over to his side.


  “The great bustling metropolis,” Gu Fei said.


  “Yeah, it’s the capital, after all,” said Jiang Cheng. “Back in the Steelworks neighborhood, it’s probably pitch black out by now.”


  “Uh-huh,” Gu Fei said with a smile. “The streetlamps wouldn’t even be working.”


  “Did you ever come here when you used to travel by yourself?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “No.” Gu Fei shook his head. “If it wasn’t for you, I might never have come here my whole life.”


  “What do you mean, your whole life?” Jiang Cheng said, parroting what Gu Fei had said earlier. “We’ll go to lots of other places like this in the future: big cities, small cities, the mountains, the sea, on the other side of the mountains and the other side of the seas…”


  Out of nowhere, Jiang Cheng made an inexplicably smooth segue into the Song of the Smurfs.


  “…A group of blue Smurfs live in peace,” Gu Fei finished, cackling.


  Once they’d changed their clothes, they got ready to go to dinner. Jiang Cheng even went to knock at Pan Zhi’s room next door, but there was no answer.


  “He’s definitely not in his room anymore at this point,” said Gu Fei. “I bet he’s in the lobby waiting to yell at us.”


  “What time is it?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “I’m scared to check my phone,” said Gu Fei. “Pan Zhi’s reservation is probably canceled by now. How are we going to face him?”


  “Tsk. Head-on and with honesty.”


  Pan Zhi was sitting in the lobby swiping at his phone in absolute boredom. When the two of them walked up, he was taking selfies as if he was the only one in the room.


  “Hey, handsome!” Jiang Cheng called to him.


  “Fuck.” Pan Zhi stood up with a relieved expression on his face, which quickly changed into something a little more cryptic. “Okay. All right. Aren’t you two trying a little too hard to milk every minute and every second? You have a long night ahead of you after dinner. You had to squeeze it in now?”


  “What do you mean?” Jiang Cheng was confused.


  “The condoms in hotel rooms are so overpriced,” Pan Zhi said as he pulled out his phone and started a call. “Don’t you feel scammed? Wouldn’t it be better to go buy a box after dinner…?”


  “Excuse me?” Jiang Cheng turned to Gu Fei in shock, his mouth agape.


  “Head-on and with honesty,” Gu Fei reminded him.


  “Head-on your honest ass,” Jiang Cheng scoffed, turning back to Pan Zhi. “We weren’t—”


  “Hello?!” Pan Zhi’s call connected. “Yes, I reserved a table today… It’s me, Pan An. Yes, I’m—don’t cancel it! What do you mean, cancel?! I’m heading over right now! I even called earlier for you to hold it!”


  “My reputation is ruined,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Why do you need to maintain a reputation in front of your own grandson?” Gu Fei laughed as he slung an arm around Jiang Cheng’s shoulders.


  “Jiejie!” Pan Zhi, whose voice had been assertively loud just a moment ago, suddenly changed his tone. “Don’t cancel it, Jiejie, please? I promise I’m coming. I’ll be there in ten minutes, really… I’m sure you can. Ask the other group to wait for another table or something. I have guests here—very, very important people, VVIPs. It’s a matter of honor…”


  Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei stood at the hotel entrance, watching the traffic stream by as they waited for Pan Zhi to flatter the staff into returning the canceled table to them instead of giving it to a group of diners already at the restaurant.


  Two minutes later, Pan Zhi waved at them. “Hurry, let’s go. It’s right up ahead.”


  “They’ll save it for us?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “For ten minutes.” Pan Zhi checked the time. “You two are really testing my social skills.”


  “We…” Jiang Cheng wanted to say that they really didn’t make use of the condoms in the hotel room, but upon further reflection he couldn’t find a reasonable way to explain why they’d taken so long, so he didn’t try.


  “Wait a sec.” Pan Zhi suddenly ran into a flower shop nearby, emerging shortly after holding the stem of an exquisitely wrapped rose.


  Jiang Cheng looked at him. “What’s this now?”


  “It’s not for you two,” Pan Zhi retorted.


  “I wouldn’t want it even if you kneeled down and begged me to accept,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Not even if you kowtow,” added Gu Fei.


  “Why would someone as principled and moral as me ever kneel down and beg you?!” Pan Zhi said to Jiang Cheng before turning to glare at Gu Fei. “You two sure are the perfect match!”


  The restaurant wasn’t too far away. It was a Szechuan restaurant, and business was booming. No wonder they were so eager to cancel the reservation once the allotted time had passed. Usually, hot spots like this didn’t take reservations at all.


  “Good evening. How many people?” the host asked with a smile.


  “I have a reservation, under Pan,” said Pan Zhi.


  “Ah, Mr. Pan—your table is on the second floor. If you’ll please follow—” 


  Pan Zhi interrupted. “Who was the one who answered my call before?” he asked.


  “That would be my colleague at the counter,” the host said, pointing to the side.


  Pan Zhi glanced over. “The one talking on the phone?” 


  The host nodded. “Yes.”


  “You two go on up.” Pan Zhi turned back to Jiang Cheng. “I’ll be just a minute.”


  “You…” Jiang Cheng glanced over at the counter. The young woman at the counter did look kind of pretty. He sighed and turned back to the host. “Second floor, right?”


  “Yes. Second floor, table thirty-five. Your server is waiting on the second floor to lead you to your table.”


  As they walked up the stairs, Jiang Cheng looked back again. Pan Zhi was already at the counter, holding out the rose in his hand to the girl. She blinked at him in surprise, but Pan Zhi said something to her, and she smiled back at him timidly.


  “Is he always like this?” asked Gu Fei, who was also looking back at Pan Zhi. “What a smooth operator.”


  “Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng cracked up. “He’s been like this since middle school—totally shameless.”


  “Don’t learn from him,” Gu Fei said solemnly.


  “That isn’t something you can learn,” Jiang Cheng replied, equally solemnly. “That’s the kind of talent you’re born with. He had his first heartbreak before he even left kindergarten.”


  “Damn,” Gu Fei marveled in earnest, laughing.


  Pan Zhi finally came upstairs, having obtained the girl’s WeChat. “Have you ordered?” he asked as he sat down across from them.


  “We were waiting for you,” Jiang Cheng said. “We don’t know this place.”


  “Did you see that girl just now?” Pan Zhi flipped through the menu. “So cute. And the way she talks, too—all staccato-like.” Neither Jiang Cheng nor Gu Fei said anything. They just stared at him together. “Right,” Pan Zhi realized, “she was a girl.”


  “I don’t have the habit of staring at random guys everywhere I go, either,” Jiang Cheng said, taking a sip of his tea.


  “Okayyy, I know you’re both hyperfocused on each other,” Pan Zhi sighed, “but that only happened after you found each other. If I don’t look around, how am I supposed to meet the person I want to focus on?”


  Jiang Cheng chuckled. “Perfect logic. Can’t contest that.” 


  “Am I wrong? Take him, for example.” Pan Zhi pointed at Gu Fei. “How far did you have to go just to run into him?”


  Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei and didn’t answer.


  “Although,” Pan Zhi said, waving the server over, “I do have a one-up on you guys right now: I don’t have to experience the angst of separation. As long as I’m not serious about anyone, I won’t be sad. Better to just have fun above all else.”


  “You don’t usually get a choice in the matter,” said Gu Fei.


  “Are you looking down on me?” Pan Zhi said, looking at Gu Fei.


  Gu Fei made a circle with his fingers and looked back at Pan Zhi. “We’ll wait and see.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know when Pan Zhi would eventually end up feeling sad over someone, but he knew that he himself had already been miserable for a long time. It had started with a faint sense of unease, progressed to intentional evasion of the subject, and then, when he could no longer hide from reality, it had escalated to waves of panic, reaching its zenith today.


  He didn’t even want to glimpse the time on his phone, didn’t want to see with his own eyes how the moments he could still share with Gu Fei were whittled away bit by bit.


  After dinner and a shower back at their room, the two of them sat in bed and watched TV.


  They remained silent most of the time, with the occasional exchange on some unrelated topic.


  When Gu Fei finally turned off the TV and the lights, Jiang Cheng lay down and wrapped himself around him, swung one leg over his body, and closed his eyes.


  Perhaps because of their shared sleepless night the day before, they quickly fell asleep.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng was a little rueful when he opened his eyes in the morning. It felt like they had wasted the night by sleeping.


  “Pan Zhi said there’s breakfast. They can bring it to the room,” Gu Fei said. “Do you want to eat now? If you do, I’ll call for room service to bring it up.”


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng snuggled closer to Gu Fei and plastered himself to him.


  “After breakfast, we’ll be just in time for your registration,” Gu Fei added. “We can walk over.”


  “Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng answered with his eyes closed.


  The hotel was very close to campus. Pan Zhi didn’t tag along with them for registration, instead heading back to his own school after he checked out of the hotel. Before he left, he helpfully added, “Your train is tomorrow morning, right, Gu Fei? The subway entrance is right there—you can just take the subway over.”


  Gu Fei nodded. “All right.”


  “I won’t come see you off, then,” Pan Zhi said. “And you two, try not to be too…you know. It’s less than a month until the next public holiday.”


  “Hurry up and go,” Jiang Cheng urged.


  “Heartless playboy,” said Pan Zhi.


  Jiang Cheng laughed. “Just go already, supporting male lead number whatever.”


  After Pan Zhi left, Jiang Cheng let out a small sigh. Until now his mind had been filled with the thought that Gu Fei was leaving the day after tomorrow. When the words “tomorrow morning” came out of Pan Zhi’s mouth, it gave his heart a little quake. Not the day after tomorrow—tomorrow. First thing in the morning, in fact. Starting the next day, he would be all alone in this unfamiliar city full of unfamiliar people.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t talk much. Gu Fei couldn’t find anything to say either, so they fell into silence.


   


  ***


   


  Walking down the street, it didn’t take very long for them to get to U of R. Now, Gu Fei suddenly felt a little anxious—an unsettling feeling like he didn’t belong. It was very rare for him to feel like this, but in this moment, he experienced it with visceral acuity.


  New students and parents thronged all around them, joy and pride written across every one of their faces. They were overachieving students of all kinds, just like Jiang Cheng.


  Gu Fei glanced at Jiang Cheng beside him, as calm as ever. He must be feeling something very different from me right now, Gu Fei thought. This was where Jiang Cheng would begin his new life—in an elite program at one of the nation’s top universities.


  Jiang Cheng was his pride and joy, but also the source of a nagging sense of panic that was getting harder and harder to ignore.


  “Let’s go over there and ask where the registration desk is,” Jiang Cheng said.
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  “Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded and followed behind him through the crowd.


  It was bustling and lively in front of the law building. There were tables set up under a circle of temporary sunshades, where many volunteers stood answering questions from the incoming first-years. Beside them were welcome posters and display boards, where new students were taking pictures.


  Instead of squeezing to the front of the tables with Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei stood at the edge of the crowd and watched. Before long, one of the girls led Jiang Cheng to another table. Jiang Cheng looked back in Gu Fei’s direction as he walked away, and Gu Fei lifted a hand at him. Jiang Cheng gave him a little wave, beckoning him over.


  “Is this where you register?” Gu Fei walked to his side.


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “There’s a lot to do, though. Gotta show them my ID, my acceptance letter, my examinee card… Then I have to pick up my registration slip and use that for the rest of the paperwork.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei looked around at the people beside them.


  “Don’t get too far from me,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he pulled documents out of his bag. “No more than five steps away.”


  Gu Fei smiled at him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just feel better when I can see you.”


  “All right.” Gu Fei squeezed Jiang Cheng’s shoulder.


  Jiang Cheng turned back to the table to continue his registration process while Gu Fei stood behind him and watched. Every time Jiang Cheng moved, Gu Fei would follow.


  The whole process—verifying his information, registering his enrollment, paying his tuition fees—all of it went fairly quickly and painlessly with the help of the orientation volunteers. When all that was done, Jiang Cheng walked up to Gu Fei with a big pile of things in his arms and said, “Hold these for a second.”


  There were receipts, his campus access card, his student ID, a pin of the school’s coat of arms… There were even a few invitations from campus clubs and promotional pamphlets from other colleges—it was a lot of stuff. Gu Fei put it all into a separate compartment in Jiang Cheng’s bag. “What now?”


  “To the dorm. My room is on the first floor, which is nice—I won’t have to climb stairs anymore.” Jiang Cheng grinned. “A senior student is gonna take us there in a bit.”


  “Am I allowed to go in?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Sure. Normally we’d need to tap the access card, but there are a lot of parents around this week, so everyone’s allowed inside.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Hey, guess you’re my parent.”


  Gu Fei gave a little smile, but was otherwise quiet.


  A senior student, apparently a volunteer, walked over to them with a few other boys and their parents in tow. “Jiang Cheng,” he called to him, “let’s go. I’ll take you to your dorm.”


  “Okay.”


  The other guys were all students in the same program as him, so they slipped easily into conversation along the way, with common icebreakers like where everyone was from and what test scores they had gotten. Jiang Cheng wasn’t much for small talk, but the others chatted up a storm.


  One of the guys looked at Gu Fei. “Hey, let’s get to know each other. My name is Zhang Ping, what about you? Where are you from?”


  “I’m…not a new student.” Gu Fei suddenly felt a little awkward.


  “Our senior?” Zhang Ping tried.


  “My friend,” said Jiang Cheng. “He came here with me.”


  “Oh, a friend.” Zhang Ping nodded with a smile, then asked, “What school are you going to?”


  Gu Fei wasn’t sure how to answer. He didn’t mind telling anyone the name of his school, but in this group of U of R students, Jiang Cheng was the only one who would recognize the name of the college he was going to.


  He wasn’t sure how to deal with this kind of situation.


  “A teacher training college in our hometown,” Jiang Cheng said. “He came here to keep me company for my enrollment.”


  “Ah, that’s solid friendship right there,” said Zhang Ping.


  Jiang Cheng smiled, nodding, and slowed his steps until he was hanging back with Gu Fei at the back of the group. 


  The senior took them to the dormitory building and helped each of them find their rooms before he left, and Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei walked into the dorm room. They’d heard this was one of the dorm buildings with better facilities, and it seemed that was true. There were four people to a room, with bunks on top and a desk on the bottom. One of his dormmates had already arrived—a boy and his parents were in the middle of wiping down the furniture.


  “Hi,” Jiang Cheng greeted them. “I’m Jiang Cheng.”


  “Zhao Ke.” The guy turned his head and pointed at a bunk by the window. “Your bed’s over there. I’ve already wiped it clean for you.”


  “Oh, thank you,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “You’re welcome,” Zhao Ke said, and turned his gaze to Gu Fei.


  “I’m his friend,” Gu Fei volunteered.


  “Oh.” Zhao Ke nodded, then said to his parents, “I told you I could come by myself. See, other people don’t have their parents tagging along with them.”


  “We’re treating it as a holiday for us, too,” his mom said. “You guys be good, okay? You’ll be in the same room from now on, so take care of one another. If you get into any disagreements, just fight with your words, not your fists.”


  “…Ah,” Jiang Cheng answered.


  “Where’s your stuff?” Zhao Ke asked.


  “I’m not moving in until tomorrow. I’ll bring my luggage then.”


  “Oh, okay.” Zhao Ke went back to wiping the desks.


  After looking around the room, Gu Fei went with Jiang Cheng to explore the dormitory building inside and out, trying to familiarize themselves with the surroundings.


  “There’s a supermarket nearby,” Jiang Cheng said. “That’ll be convenient to buy food.”


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled. “Your first thought was the food? It’s not like they sell The Great Pork Belly there.”


  “Don’t mention pork belly, I’m hungry…” Jiang Cheng pressed a hand to his stomach. “Come on, let’s go find something to eat.”


  “Not gonna walk around campus some more?” 


  “I can do that later. Lots of time for that—years, even.”


  Gu Fei nodded. “Yeah.” 


  As they walked back the way they came toward the main gate, Jiang Cheng kept looking around them. Gu Fei could tell that though Jiang Cheng wasn’t in the highest of spirits, he still felt excited and curious about this long-anticipated university campus. Gu Fei was looking too. Jiang Cheng would be spending years here. With every additional glance he took and every frame Gu Fei seared into his mind, he’d be able to picture Jiang Cheng’s campus life all the more realistically when the time came.


  However, with every detail he took in, the lurking panic in his heart also increased.


  What a difference.


  Now that it was right there—a physical presence in front of him—the difference between them was much more obvious than anything he’d imagined before. It was in the sturdy heft of the not-so-aesthetically-pleasing but clearly aged buildings on campus, and the innate confidence so naturally exuded by the students walking around.


   


  ***


   


  Gu Fei had been in low spirits ever since registration earlier. Jiang Cheng could feel it acutely in his diminishing smiles and growing silence.


  It might’ve been their imminent parting, or maybe… 


  Jiang Cheng suddenly regretted bringing Gu Fei along with him all this way. Every one of Gu Fei’s reactions tore at his heart.


  He glanced beside him. Gu Fei had turned away to look at something.


  “Boyfriend?” Jiang Cheng gently bumped against his shoulder. “What do you want to eat?”


  Gu Fei turned to him with a smile. “Whatever my boyfriend wants.” 


  “I don’t know either.” Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone. “Let’s see what’s around here?”


  “Sure.” Gu Fei nodded.


  “Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said as he swiped away on his phone, “can you tell me what you’re thinking?”


  “Hm?” Gu Fei blinked.


  “You’re unhappy. Apart from the fact that you’re leaving tomorrow,” Jiang Cheng said, staring intently at his phone, “is there some other reason?”


  “…There is,” said Gu Fei.


  “What is it?” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him.


  Gu Fei was quiet for a few seconds before meeting his gaze. “That Zhao Ke.”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng was caught off guard.


  “He sure is good-looking, huh?” Gu Fei said.


  “Who?” Jiang Cheng was still very confused.


  “Zhao Ke.” 


  “Zhao Ke?” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “What the hell? Where did you meet someone new in such a short span of time? And he’s good-looking, too?!”


  “…You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Gu Fei couldn’t help but laugh. “Cheng-ge, can your overachieving brain spare some gray matter for the ‘unimportant things’ in life? Your roommate! Zhao Ke!”


  “Fuck.” Jiang Cheng was still glaring at him. “His name is Zhao Ke? I don’t even know if I forgot or if I never memorized it in the first place!”


  “Well, hurry up and commit it to memory. How awkward would it be if you go back tomorrow and don’t even remember the guy’s name?” said Gu Fei.


  “Oh, Zhao Ke…Zhao Ke.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment. “Was he good-looking…? To be honest, I wasn’t really paying attention…”


  Still laughing, Gu Fei sighed.


  “Is this you getting jelly in advance?” Jiang Cheng asked him.


  Gu Fei nodded. “Mm-hm.”


  “Bull-fucking-shit.” Jiang Cheng furrowed his brow.


  “Come on, mind your language. Don’t forget, you’re a student at an elite university now.” Gu Fei slung his arm around Jiang Cheng’s shoulders.


  “I know what you’re thinking, but fine, bottle it up if you want. I know that’s what you’re like,” said Jiang Cheng. “Just remember this.”


  Gu Fei looked at him. “Mm.”


  “I don’t like that shitty little city, and I can’t stand the people in that dingy little neighborhood,” Jiang Cheng said. “But I still can’t bear to leave that place—the city, and the Steelworks—because that’s where I picked you out.”


  Gu Fei was quiet.


  “Wherever I go, I will always be able to pick you out with a single glance,” Jiang Cheng said. “You’re not like anyone else—I’ve said that before. You’re different from anyone else in the world. I know you said that I’ll meet lots of people, but no matter how many new people I meet, there will never be another Gu Fei.”




  Chapter 110


   


  AFTER LUNCH, the two of them spent some time wandering around the area outside of the campus for a digestive stroll. Gu Fei said Jiang Cheng should familiarize himself with the surroundings, but Jiang Cheng didn’t think that was necessary.


  Right now, he wasn’t even in the mood to walk around inside the campus, let alone go out and explore the neighborhood. He could already imagine his daily routine for the foreseeable future: Go to class. Eat. Sleep.


  And miss Gu Fei.


  They were going from spending every second together, being the first person the other saw as soon as they opened their eyes in the morning, to not seeing or touching each other at all.


  The distance between these two states of existence was much more than a mere hours-long train ride, and much more than the twenty or so days from now until October 1.


  After the walk, they went right back to the hotel. Jiang Cheng made a total of three wrong turns on their way back.


  “I think you’d better not go off campus unless you absolutely have to,” Gu Fei said, lying on the bed, swiping at his phone. “Otherwise you’re at high risk of getting lost.”


  “I can just ask for directions.” Jiang Cheng flopped down beside Gu Fei. “Besides, I’m not that interested in going out anyway.”


  “It’ll be better once you get used to it. You’ll adapt eventually. So many people cry their hearts out from homesickness when they first go off to school, but don’t they all get over it?” Gu Fei pulled Jiang Cheng’s shirt up a little and smoothed his hand over his back. “It’ll get better once you get to know the other students.”


  “You think I’m the sort of guy who gets to know other people that easily?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “Well, you’ll at least get to know the people in your dorm room.” Gu Fei smiled. “You might have a bit of a temper, but you’re pretty reasonable under most circumstances.”


  “Hopefully.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. “Massage my lower back, boyfriend.”


  Gu Fei refused. “Nope. I’ll probably get turned on if I do, and I’m not really in the mood to fool around right now. What if all this flip-flopping between hard and soft ends up tanking my sexual vitality…?”


  “What the heck?! Shut your mouth!” Jiang Cheng pushed himself up on his elbows and glared at Gu Fei. “If I called you shameless right now, would you own up to it?”


  “I’ve never not owned up to it.” Gu Fei laughed. “I’m only saying that you’re just as shameless.”


  “Oh, shut up.” Jiang Cheng flopped back onto the pillow. “I’m a pure and innocent young man.”


  “Hey, have you ever seen that cartoon? I don’t remember what it’s called, but I remember how the song goes.”


  “Sing it for me, I might know it.”


  Gu Fei cleared his throat and began: “Little mousy, little mousy wears a blue shirt, squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak…”


  “Big face kitty cat with long whiskers, meow meow meow meow meow meow meow meow meow…” Jiang Cheng immediately sang the next line. “How can you not know this? It’s The Blue Mouse and the Big-Faced Cat.” 


  “One has a tail that’s long and thin, squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak; one has a face that’s larger than life, meow meow meow meow meow,” Gu Fei sang, looking at Jiang Cheng. “You sure it’s Big-Faced Cat? Isn’t it actually called The Blue Mouse and the Bare-Faced Jiang Chengcheng?”


  “Fucking…shit!” When Jiang Cheng finally made the connection, he was shaken to his core. “I really have got to hand it to you, Gu Fei! That was a really long walk you took just to drag me. Why didn’t you take a detour around the sun while you were at it?”


  “The sun’s not out right now,” said Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng burst out laughing and collapsed onto his pillow. “Shit.”


  Like Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng wasn’t in the mood for a roll in the sheets either, despite how much he still wanted to hold Gu Fei, to kiss, bite, lick, and knead Gu Fei… But although part of him wanted to give in to that kind of wild abandon, he wanted far more for them to lie peacefully beside each other—whether they talked or they just stayed quiet.


  Even though staying awake meant feeling, viscerally, the ache that came before parting, it also allowed him to fully savor every last moment he had with Gu Fei.


  Some things were already deeply rooted in his memory, yet he couldn’t help but try to press them even closer and deeper for fear he might forget the moment he turned his back. The idea that he might forget even a tiny fraction of a moment was completely unbearable.


  Neither of them really slept that night. This time, Jiang Cheng didn’t try to pretend. Whenever Gu Fei stirred, he moved too. When Gu Fei rolled to the right, he would also roll to his right side and hold him; when Gu Fei rolled to the left, he would quickly roll to his left side, then pull Gu Fei’s arms from behind to wrap around himself.


  “Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei chuckled quietly, “I can sleep for a while on the train tomorrow, but will you be able to sleep in your dorm? With people going in and out all the time?”


  “I don’t need sleep,” Jiang Cheng said. “I only slept four to five hours each night when I was studying for the exams, and I didn’t die then. Don’t you worry about me.”


  “I’ll change my cell phone plan once I get back home for one with more data,” said Gu Fei.


  “Mm, I’ll get a different plan too,” Jiang Cheng agreed. “That’s all we have to rely on from now on. Oh, right, can you talk to Gu Miao about changing your WeChat icon to a photo of you? So I can see your face whenever you send a message.”


  “Sure,” said Gu Fei.


  “Oh, another thing,” Jiang Cheng said, pulling out his own phone.


  “Hey.” Gu Fei lifted a hand to block the sudden light from the bright screen. “All right, you’ve successfully chased away the last trace of my sleepiness.”


  “I thought you were going to sleep on the train tomorrow.” Jiang Cheng tapped open his WeChat. “I’m changing my chat background. Here, wanna pick a photo for me?”


  The banner on Jiang Cheng’s WeChat Moments was already a photo of the two of them. Gu Fei picked out the selfie he took that day on the rooftop and set it as Jiang Cheng’s chat background.


  “Super hot,” said Jiang Cheng. “Now change yours.”


  “Mm-hm.” Gu Fei reached for his own phone. “All I have left to change is my icon.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng turned to him. “When did you do the rest?”


  “The other day, when I was with Gu Miao. Didn’t have anything else to do so I changed my entire layout. I have lots of photos of you anyway. And I take better pictures.”


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I never complained about bad pictures of you.”


  After they’d changed out the pictures, they both completely lost any desire for sleep. Through intermittent conversations, they held each other until the sun came up.


  It wasn’t wholly accurate to say that Jiang Cheng wasn’t tired. He must’ve been a little out of it, because after getting out of bed, washing up, and having breakfast, he felt the emotions that he’d kept at bay all through the night threatening to flood him again.


  Now that he was wide awake, that unbearable longing finally started to wash over him, gradually burying him like a rising tide.


   


  ***


   


  Since Gu Fei’s train was early in the morning—an inconsiderate hour to move things into the dorm—Jiang Cheng left his luggage with the hotel’s front desk, planning to pick it up when he came back.


  “Let’s go to the train station.” After thanking the front desk, Jiang Cheng hoisted up Gu Fei’s bag and walked out of the hotel.


  Gu Fei had only brought one change of clothes, so the bag was light, like Jiang Cheng’s steps right now—ungrounded and insubstantial.


  “I’ll hold it.” Gu Fei caught up to him.


  “Nope.” Jiang Cheng slung the bag over his shoulder.


  Gu Fei didn’t insist.


  Neither of them spoke again as they entered and exited the subway. There was still so much they wanted to say to each other, but not a single word of it passed their lips the entire way.


  They deliberately didn’t arrive at the train station too early. This way, they didn’t have to stand around for too long once they found the correct departure gate.


  “Go on in.” Jiang Cheng handed the bag to Gu Fei.


  “I can wait a little longer.” Gu Fei checked the time. “I’ll go after this group so I won’t have to squeeze in with them.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.” 


  “I’ll have to go register at my school when I get back,” said Gu Fei. “Then if the school doesn’t have anything planned, I’ll pick a weekend to come see you.”


  “Mm.”


  “Honestly, coming here isn’t that hard. If I leave first thing in the morning, I’ll get here by noon. Then I can leave the next evening.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his nose.


  “The guy from yesterday is named Zhao Ke,” Gu Fei reminded him.


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng started laughing. “I didn’t forget. He’s kind of handsome too, right?”


  “Yes,” said Gu Fei. “Quite.”


  Jiang Cheng tutted. “I’ll hurry back to the dorm later to check him out.”


  “What’s the rush?” Gu Fei tutted back at him. “You’ll have years to check him out, and you might even catch a nude version.”


  Jiang Cheng cracked up. “You asshole.”


  There were far fewer people going through the gate at this point; they were repeating the call to board.


  “You should go,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei turned and glanced in the direction of the gate. He didn’t move.


  “You should go,” Jiang Cheng said again.


  “Don’t you fucking rush me.”


  “I’m about to have a fucking breakdown.” 


  Gu Fei sighed softly. “I’m going, then. I’ll message you once the train starts moving.”


  “Message me as soon as you sit down,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Okay.” 


  “Don’t look back at me when you go.”


  Gu Fei nodded. “Understood.”


  Then they were silent again. Gu Fei took a few seconds to quietly gather himself, then turned and walked toward the departure gate.


  Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei’s back, watching as he took one step after another.


  Look back.


  I can’t believe you’re not looking back.


  Fucking…look back. I’m still standing right here!


  Don’t look back.


  If you look back, I might break down in tears… Out in public like this, it’d be way too embarrassing.


  Look! Back!


  With his backpack slung over his shoulder, Gu Fei vanished from view.


  Jiang Cheng hastily walked a few steps to the side, only barely in time to catch a glimpse of the bag Gu Fei was carrying as he turned the corner.


  Gu Fei never once looked back—not even halfway to give him a side view. And he’d been walking so briskly. Jiang Cheng felt like he’d only blinked three times before he could no longer see him.


  So obedient.


  He really didn’t look back.


  But I didn’t tell him to walk so quickly. Why did he have to walk so quickly?


  Jiang Cheng let out a quiet sigh and turned away from the departure gate.


  It was a long walk from there to the entrance of the subway station. Jiang Cheng hadn’t noticed on the way there, but coming out now, he realized that try as he might, he still couldn’t find his way around. It wasn’t until he looked up at the signs that he realized he’d gone in the opposite direction.


  He immediately made an about-face and hurried back the way he came, but after walking for what felt like miles, he was still lost.


  His phone vibrated with a message from Gu Fei.


  - I just sat down. There’s a chubby uncle next to me, I feel like he’s spilling over into my seat.


  Jiang Cheng laughed at his screen for a long time. Looking at the message alongside Gu Fei’s backlit profile in his chat background, he could practically see the way Gu Fei looked as he said it. Gu Fei sent him another message: Are you in the subway yet?


  - haven’t found the way out, he replied. 


  A second later, he got a call from Gu Fei. “Looks like intellect really has nothing to do with sense of direction or short-term geographical memory, huh?”


  “I’m all the way back at the departure gate,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh.


  “Look down,” Gu Fei said. “Are there arrows on the floor?”


  “Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng said, looking down.


  “Follow the arrows, young man,” said Gu Fei.


  The phone call from Gu Fei made Jiang Cheng’s rock-bottom mood much lighter.


  In the past, whenever Gu Fei didn’t spend the night at Jiang Cheng’s apartment, they would call each other frequently, and for a long time every time. In an instant, something about this felt familiar to Jiang Cheng—as though Gu Fei was still nearby.


  He threw his head back and took in several big breaths, then shook his arms loose.


  Back to campus.


  Time for his new life to start.


   


  ***


   


  “What’s your ETA?” asked Li Yan.


  “Probably one thirty,” said Gu Fei. “Are you coming in Liu Fan’s car?”


  “Yeah. He wanted to tag along, so he’s driving.”


  “It’d be uncomfortable as hell to cram four people in that crappy car,” Gu Fei sighed.


  “Er-Miao doesn’t take up any room,” said Li Yan. “Besides, we’re going straight to the restaurant after picking you up. It’s all planned out.”


  “Can’t it be tomorrow?” Gu Fei asked, glancing out the window. The platform was empty now aside from a single train attendant.


  “Nope,” said Li Yan. “I worry that without some kind of intervention, you’re not going to make it past tonight.”


  “You think I’m like you?” 


  “I know you way too well. All you’re going to do is bottle it up inside and let the pressure keep building until you die.”


  “…I’ll call you when I’m almost there.”


  “Okay.”


  Gu Fei had just hung up and put the phone back in his pocket when the train slowly began to move. Caught by surprise, he wondered if the announcement hadn’t broadcasted the departure or if he just didn’t hear it.


  It had to be the latter.


  But a phone call with Li Yan wasn’t enough to distract him to such an extent that he couldn’t hear the announcement. It could only be blamed on his scattered mess of a mind.


  Don’t look back at me when you go, Jiang Cheng had said.


  Even if Jiang Cheng hadn’t said that, Gu Fei still wouldn’t have looked back. He was afraid that if he did, his boyfriend’s hyperactive tear glands would have burst right there at the departure gate.


  If that happened, Gu Fei might not have been able to hold himself back either.


  Two grown-ass dudes standing on either side of a departure gate, crying their faces off at each other… That would certainly be one riveting scene.


  He didn’t want people to see that.


  The whole time, from the moment he stepped onto the train—when he called Jiang Cheng, when he spoke to Li Yan, and up until the train started moving just now—Gu Fei had been in a state of partial numbness. He felt suffocated, unable to make out his own thoughts. He couldn’t tell if what he felt right now was longing, anguish, or something else.


  It was a feeling of suffocation that left him hollowed out inside.


  On the way here, he’d had Jiang Cheng on his left-hand side. Now, when he turned left, all he saw was the large uncle and his cheek that almost completely eclipsed his nose.


  Gu Fei kept his head turned to the right and looked out the window.


  The scenery outside rapidly retreated backward at an increasing speed. Staring at the view in the foreground for too long left him feeling a little dizzy.


  Dragging the curtain over the window, Gu Fei leaned against it and closed his eyes. The train zoomed onward like a bullet, gradually widening the distance between him and Jiang Cheng.


  There and back. Two opposite directions. He had accompanied Jiang Cheng to where he ought to go. Now it was time for him to turn around and run back to the little town where he had lived for nineteen years; where he would continue to live.


  Gu Fei couldn’t quite pin down this feeling. It didn’t really feel like anything at all. He felt nothing. All of his emotions—happiness, anger, sorrow, joy, dejection, loneliness—had disappeared the moment he turned around and walked through the departure gate.


  Stepping into thin air, about to take flight.


  I look up and I’m lost, I look down to see your face


  And you tell me this world is an empty place.


  He reached into his bag and rummaged around for a while until he found a milk candy in a side pocket. He unwrapped it and tossed it into his mouth.


  Then he took out his phone and sent a message to Jiang Cheng.


  - The train’s moving, boyfriend.


  - keep your bag safe when you’re catching up on sleep


  Jiang Cheng’s reply came very quickly. He’d probably had his phone in his hand the whole time.


  - All right


  - tell me when you get there


  - Mm, Li Yan and Liu Fan are bringing Er-Miao to come pick me up. I’m going to have lunch with them


  - i’m going to check out the school cafeteria for lunch today


  - All right, I’ll snooze for a bit then


  - okay


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng held his phone the entire way back just in case he got a notification from Gu Fei. After their little exchange, he finally put his phone back in his pocket. It was only then that he had the presence of mind to look around him. 


  It had been a long time since he’d seen so many people. The skyscrapers, the busy roads and streams of cars, the throngs of people squeezing past him on all sides—an age had passed since he’d walked away from this kind of bustling prosperity.


  Jiang Cheng had spent all his time around the Steelworks neighborhood for the past year and a half. It wasn’t as obvious during the day, but after dinner, you could actually see the number of people and cars on the street disappearing bit by bit. After that, the only things enshrouding that place seemingly forgotten by time were quietness and desolation.


  Being abruptly thrown back into all this noise was like being exposed to a blazing sun again after an age in darkness. He was having trouble adjusting to the light.


  Too many sounds filled his ears; too many sights crowded his vision. It was moments like these when he always found himself subconsciously worrying that he would turn around and not be able to see Gu Fei anymore.


  …Though that was indeed the case now.


  After he’d picked up his things from the hotel, Jiang Cheng slowly walked himself back to campus, as if dragging a suitcase full of gloom.


  It seemed that his other roommates had arrived—all their bunks and desks were already filled. However, no one was around but Zhao Ke, who was playing a game on his computer.


  Jiang Cheng greeted him, and with a brief glance at the computer screen he was surprised to see that Zhao Ke was playing a desktop version of the prehistoric puzzle game Memory. 


  Jiang Cheng’s brain was so slow right now, it felt like it was filled with glue. “You…like playing that?” He narrowly managed to stop himself from adding the words “stupid game” to the end of his sentence.


  “Mm,” Zhao Ke answered, too focused on his ancient puzzle game to say much else. His hand clicked busily away at the mouse like he was participating in an international esports tournament.


  Once he’d put his stuff away, Jiang Cheng was at a loss for what to do next. Gu Fei was probably catching up on sleep right now, so he didn’t want to message and disturb him… 


  After spacing out for a long while in front of his desk, Jiang Cheng opened his suitcase again and took out his laptop. Perhaps he could organize all the photos Gu Fei had taken.


  He set the laptop on his desk and sat down, then noticed something stuck between the screen and the keyboard. He opened the lid and was stunned to see what it was.


  A red envelope?


  What the hell? Gu Fei’s giving back the lucky money I gave him?


  When did he find it? How is that possible?!


  Jiang Cheng hastily picked up the red envelope. Once it was in his hands, he realized it wasn’t the one he’d left for Gu Fei after all. That one had come with the auspicious message Great Luck and Great Fortune on the front, whereas the message on this one said… A Life as Long as the South Mountains. It was the kind of thing you’d say to an aging relative on New Year’s.


  This was Gu Fei’s gift to him.


  Jiang Cheng’s fingers trembled a little too hard as he opened the envelope, though he didn’t know what there was for them to shake about.


  Inside was a stack of bills. He counted them—a total of eight thousand yuan, just the same as he had left for Gu Fei.


  Is this what being on the same wavelength means, boyfriend?


  He could hardly describe how he felt in that moment. He felt like laughing, but after less than three seconds of staring at the stack of bills, tears started flowing out instead.


  Beside him, Zhao Ke turned to give him a look, but didn’t say anything. He turned back to his game.


  Without regard for his image, Jiang Cheng stuffed the money back into the envelope and grabbed a tissue to press to his eyes. After he’d forcefully pushed the tears back, he used the spent tissue to blow his nose as well.


  Zhao Ke quickly stuck out a leg and kicked a small wastebasket over. Jiang Cheng tossed the tissue inside. As he recovered a little of his composure, he finally managed to feel a little embarrassed. Based on the way he’d acted just now, Zhao Ke probably thought he was desperately poor.


  “A windfall?” asked Zhao Ke.


  “Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng answered. It was certainly unexpected.


  “Must be quite a sum.” Zhao Ke turned and looked at him. “To move you to tears like that.”


  Goddamnit, Jiang Cheng thought as he turned to meet his gaze.


  “It wasn’t because you were moved?” Zhao Ke asked. Jiang Cheng remained quiet. “Before I left, my older sister stuffed two thousand yuan into my hands,” Zhao Ke carried on, playing the stupid Memory game, “and moved herself to tears.”


  Jiang Cheng hadn’t planned on saying anything, but now he couldn’t help laughing.


  Zhao Ke started a new round of click-click-clicking and didn’t continue the conversation.


  Jiang Cheng took out his phone, snapped a picture of the red envelope, and sent it to Gu Fei.


  - thank you, boyfriend


  He didn’t want to ask Gu Fei why he had given him money, nor did he want to be so pretentious as to say something like “I don’t need the money—why don’t you keep it for yourself?” No matter what reason Gu Fei had for giving it to him, and regardless of whether he actually needed it, the gesture sat like a warm little furnace in his heart. 


  Gu Fei had probably been asleep. It was a few minutes later when he sent back a reply.


  - Don’t hold yourself back whenever you’re craving some good pork belly


  - mm, were you napping?


  - Not really, I’m drifting in and out. A kid behind me has been crying the whole time


  - poor you


  - Are you back at the dorm?


  - yeah, just me and Zhao Ke, the other two aren’t here


  - Hoho


  - hoho your ass


  - Did you get a good look at him?


  - i would’ve forgotten if you hadn’t mentioned it, i’ll check him out later


  They chatted like that for more than an hour. When the crying child on Gu Fei’s end fell asleep at last, Jiang Cheng finally put down his phone and let Gu Fei get back to his nap.


  Leaning back in the chair, he stretched his back.


  This would be his life now, stealing any moment he could to send messages. If he really couldn’t bear it anymore, they could video call…


  “Wanna go out and walk around?” Zhao Ke finished his battle with the stupid Memory game and stood up.


  “Where to?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  Now, at long last, Jiang Cheng saw what Zhao Ke looked like. Not bad. Not as handsome as Gu Fei kept going on about, but handsome enough; you could call him a good-looking guy, someone you could pick out from a crowd with two or three glances.


  Still, he couldn’t compare to Gu Fei.


  “Around campus,” Zhao Ke said. “To check out places like the cafeteria, the supermarket, the café, and the library. See what they all look like.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t really feel like going out for a walk, if he was completely honest. In his current state of mind, he wasn’t interested in any of those things. Besides, he didn’t know Zhao Ke that well, and he had nothing to say to him. Two silent strangers walking around campus together seemed nothing but awkward.


  “Let’s go.” Zhao Ke put his laptop in his cabinet and walked briskly out of their room.


  “Hey!” Jiang Cheng called out to him, but there was no response. Reluctantly, he stood up, put his things away, and walked out as well.


  “Let’s go to the cafeteria first,” Zhao Ke said as he looked at his phone. “We can get lunch.”


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng didn’t have much of an appetite. In his current mood, it was hard to conjure up any positive thoughts at the mention of the cafeteria. Still, it was going to be a very important place going forward, and there was no harm in checking it out.


  “There are a bunch of cafeterias,” said Zhao Ke. “Let’s see…the best way to get to them.”


  Jiang Cheng glanced at Zhao Ke’s phone. The guy had saved a huge map of the school and marked out various buildings on it. “You…prepared all this in advance?”


  “Yeah, and all sorts of guides and stuff. It makes it easier to unlock new terrain,” said Zhao Ke.


  Jiang Cheng chuckled. What did a guy who played Memory know about unlocking new terrain?


  “We should add each other on WeChat.” Zhao Ke waved his phone. “So we can find each other if anything comes up.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone.


  Occasionally, people encountered certain information at the most unexpected time.


  Jiang Cheng’s lock screen and home screen were, of course, covered in Gu Fei. He had changed them as recently as the night before. He didn’t think much about it at the time, just barreled ahead and replaced all of his displays. Now, though, in front of Zhao Ke, with Gu Fei’s face showing up again and again on his phone, he realized he had never thought about how he would manage an awkward scenario like this should it ever arise.


  He glanced at Zhao Ke. Zhao Ke was looking right back at him.




  Chapter 111


   


  AFTER HE’D MOVED AWAY from Wang Xu and Zhou Jing, the two people he needed to dispose of in a dark alley, Jiang Cheng hadn’t expected to run into another person who needed to be permanently silenced in a place as far away as this—especially not someone he was only speaking to for the second time.


  Since Zhao Ke had been holding out his phone so Jiang Cheng could scan his QR code, the two of them were standing close to each other. At this distance, even someone nearsighted like Gu Fei would be able to see his phone clear as day without glasses; the full-sized pictures on his lock screen and home screen were so in-your-face that Zhao Ke had to have noticed, even if he hadn’t wanted to look.


  At that moment, Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure whether he should say something or just go ahead and open his WeChat app like nothing had happened.


  But perhaps seeing all these pictures of Gu Fei in a row had reawakened his longing; he couldn’t quite hold himself back.


  “This is my…” 


  This is my boyfriend—a very handsome, adorable, and composed young man.


  But the fourth word got stuck in his throat. 


  He was in an unfamiliar environment, face-to-face with his roommate who was still practically a stranger. He didn’t know anything about this guy’s character, or if he was tolerant of things like this… Even if he was, just recklessly throwing the word “boyfriend” around like that would make Jiang Cheng look like an oblivious dork desperate to flaunt his romance to the world.


  “Friend from school?” Zhao Ke offered, in lieu of an awkward pause.


  That was technically true, but the idea of referring to Gu Fei as simply a friend from school behind his back was unacceptable to Jiang Cheng.


  “Buddy?” Zhao Ke continued offering up words. “Hero? Idol?”


  In the brief moment when Jiang Cheng’s brain had stopped working, Zhao Ke quickly tossed out several different answers for him to choose from. At that moment, Jiang Cheng was sincerely grateful for Zhao Ke’s ability to read the room. He realized that if he hadn’t started the sentence, Zhao Ke definitely wouldn’t have asked about it.


  “This is my boyfriend,” said Jiang Cheng. As he said those words out loud, Jiang Cheng felt a sense of ease spread all throughout his body. To hell with the consequences. If he said it now, he wouldn’t have to keep hiding it—especially considering the two of them would be rooming together for the next few years.


  “Oh,” Zhao Ke replied. “The guy who came here with you yesterday, right?”


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. Zhao Ke sounded calm enough, but his expression betrayed his surprise. 


  Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “Sorry, if you mind…”


  “I can’t say I’m totally cool with it,” said Zhao Ke. Jiang Cheng’s heart skipped a beat, and he got ready to turn around and head back to their dorm. “But I don’t care that much either way,” said Zhao Ke. “It’s none of my business.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “Here, scan mine.” Zhao Ke cut the subject off decisively. He swiped a few times on his own phone before holding the screen out to Jiang Cheng. “Do you want a campus guide someone made? I can send it to you.”


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng scanned the code and added Zhao Ke as a contact.


  Zhao Ke’s WeChat display name was simply “Zhao Ke,” which saved Jiang Cheng the trouble of making an alias for him.


  Jiang Cheng wanted to tell Gu Fei that he just came out to his roommate under completely unforeseen circumstances, but he didn’t get a chance. Zhao Ke was like a tour guide—he provided Jiang Cheng with commentary on every structure they came across. He had something to say about everything, from the featured dishes on the cafeteria’s menu to the history of each building. He even had some fun facts about how their dormitory had developed into its present state. 


  Jiang Cheng was impressed. Despite having made his decision to come here back in middle school, he had never been so detail-oriented as to research the architectural composition of the campus.


  “It’s like you’ve been here for years,” he said.


  “I just read up on it whenever I’m bored and have the time, and I remember what I read,” said Zhao Ke. “The library is up ahead. Wanna check it out?”


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng nodded.


  “This library is new. Apparently, it was hard to even find a seat in the old one. You had to line up…” Zhao Ke paused midway through his sentence, looking off ahead.


  Jiang Cheng followed his gaze. Ahead of them, some students were walking into the library—quite a lot of them. He wondered who Zhao Ke was looking at.


  One of the long-haired girls facing them happened to glance their way as she lifted a hand to brush her hair back. Zhao Ke reacted so quickly, it was as if he’d cast a flash teleportation spell. Before Jiang Cheng knew what was happening, he was already standing behind a tree six feet away.


  “Huh?!” Jiang Cheng was left standing frozen in place, floored by Zhao Ke’s speed.


  The long-haired girl in front of the library was still looking in their direction. From this distance, it was hard to tell if she could see Zhao Ke behind the tree, though it must’ve been easy enough to see Jiang Cheng standing there stiffly like an idiot.


  Holding one hand over her eyes to block the sun, the girl laughed as she waved in their direction.


  Jiang Cheng turned to look at Zhao Ke.


  Standing sideways against the tree trunk, Zhao Ke exchanged a completely stone-faced look with Jiang Cheng. He acted like a total stranger—a total stranger who’d been inflicted with some kind of paralysis-inducing status condition.


  Jiang Cheng had pretty much figured out what was going on. To return the favor to Zhao Ke for respecting his sexual orientation, he steeled himself and waved back at the girl.


  She practically doubled over with laughter.


  Jiang Cheng powered through the awkwardness and stayed rooted to the spot until the girl had walked into the library, still laughing. Then he turned to Zhao Ke and said, “She went inside.”


  Zhao Ke finally stepped out from behind the tree. He pulled out his phone and turned right around to walk back the way they came, saying, “So that’s what the library looks like. We’ll probably be there every day from now on, so no need to go in today. Let’s go check out coffee shops now. There are quite a few of them…”


  Jiang Cheng had no choice but to follow after him in resignation.


  “That was my older sister’s friend from high school,” said Zhao Ke, unprompted.


  “…Oh” was all Jiang Cheng could manage.


  “She’s in the law program too—first year of grad school.” After a moment, Zhao Ke added, “My goddess.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him.


  “Do you think she saw me just now?” Zhao Ke asked, turning to him.


  “Well, she doesn’t know me. Do you think she would’ve waved at me and laughed like that if she didn’t see you?” Jiang Cheng was a little at a loss.


  “She was laughing?” 


  “Mm, quite cheerfully.”


  “Really? Very cheerfully?” 


  “You should know,” Jiang Cheng said, fixing him with a look, “that people usually seem pretty cheerful when they’re laughing at idiots.”


  “Good.” Zhao Ke nodded. “Coffee’s on me.”


   


  ***


   


  The train station was just like it had always been. Gu Fei followed the stream of people toward the exit as he sent Jiang Cheng a message.


  - Just got off the train.


  Jiang Cheng’s response came so swiftly, it was almost instantaneous.


  - are Li Yan and the others there?


  - They’re waiting for me outside. Have you eaten?


  - almost done, ate at two different cafeterias


  - With Mr. Zhao Ke?


  - that’s right, the handsome Mr. Zhao Ke


  Gu Fei laughed and sent him a voice message: “What should I do when my boyfriend bullies me?”


  “Your boyfriend has something to tell you later,” was Jiang Cheng’s low and mumbled response.


  “What is it? Is it something that can’t be said in front of the handsome Mr. Zhao Ke?” Gu Fei spotted Li Yan standing outside the station exit. Gu Miao was crouched next to him on the ground, looking grumpy.


  - mm, i just came out to him, i’ll tell you about it later. go eat first


  - !!!!!!!???????


  Gu Fei was more than a little shocked. It had been less than a day since Jiang Cheng officially moved into his dorm, and he’d already come out to his roommate?! What kind of hyper-modern progressive speed was this?


  He was immediately overcome with worry. His boyfriend wasn’t just impulsive, he could also be a little naive at times. If he happened to not get along with this roommate, who knew what might happen with that fiery temper of his…


  - it’s fine. it was unexpected, but he doesn’t really have a problem with it. i’m going with him to the supermarket now to buy some stuff, don’t worry


  - Mm ok


  - kiss me


  Gu Fei lifted his phone, turned his face a little toward the wall, and smacked his lips hard against the mic on his phone. He sent that as a voice message to Jiang Cheng.


  “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing just because you’re facing the wall!” Li Yan was pointing at him from a couple of yards away. “I’ve been watching you!”


  Gu Fei ignored him, and bent down and opened his arms.


  Gu Miao jumped up from beside Li Yan and dashed toward Gu Fei, dragging her skateboard behind her. As she leapt into his arms, the skateboard knocked hard against his shin.


  “Ow.” Gu Fei sucked in a breath and hugged her. “How many times have I told you? Put down whatever’s in your hand first.”


  Still holding her skateboard in one arm, Gu Miao turned and started dragging him outside.


  “Where’s Liu Fan?” Gu Fei asked Li Yan.


  “In the car. There’s nowhere to park,” Li Yan said. “We just stopped at the side of the road, so he had to stay.”


  “I see.”


  “So, how was it?” Li Yan glanced at him.


  Gu Fei shot him a look. “How was what?” 


  “Jiang Cheng’s…school.”


  “It looks the way you’d expect elite universities to look,” Gu Fei said. “Fancy as hell.”


  Li Yan started laughing. “All right, then.”


  While walking across the square outside the station, Gu Miao suddenly stopped in her tracks.


  “What is it?” Gu Fei stopped too.


  Gu Miao looked back at the station, then turned in a circle as she looked all around her.


  “You’ve come here before.” Gu Fei crouched down. “This is the train station.”


  Gu Miao set her skateboard on the ground, stepped onto it, and with a couple of kicks, she slowly glided forward and away. Gu Fei followed behind her.


  “She’s not gonna start yelling, right?” Li Yan watched her worriedly. “She’s been here by herself before.” 


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei glanced back at the station too. “This is where she first ran into Jiang Cheng.”


  “Oh, right.” Li Yan stared at Gu Miao’s back and sighed.


  Liu Fan’s car was idling a few yards in front of the bus stop. When Gu Miao got there, she stopped again and spaced out for another few seconds before opening the door and getting in.


  It was right here. Gu Fei looked at the stone post by the bus stop sign. The first time he saw Jiang Cheng, he’d been sitting there with his back to him.


  At the time, Gu Fei could never have imagined that this boy waiting for him on a stone post after finding his sister would end up sharing so many memories with him, and he hadn’t paid much attention to Jiang Cheng’s appearance. Still, he vividly remembered the lost and somewhat irritated expression on Jiang Cheng’s face when he’d turned around.


  That boy was now on a university campus, hours away by train, back in a bustling metropolis where he belonged. And as intensely as he grieved their parting, what distressed him the most was that the intensity of that pain didn’t matter—he knew he didn’t have the right to reach out and hold on to Jiang Cheng. 


  He climbed into Liu Fan’s crappy little car and sat with Gu Miao in the back seat. Gu Miao leaned against him as she spaced out, watching the view outside the window. This was what she usually did in cars. She’d stare out the window the whole time—not out of curiosity, but to make sure that she was still within the borders of her world.


  Gu Fei sometimes felt like the little munchkin had a superpower, a radar of some kind that could accurately intuit her distance from the center of her world at any time.


  Maybe it was out of fear.


  When he had been younger, he could always sense his father’s presence. Even without hearing or seeing a thing, he’d always descend into a state of terror whenever his father was downstairs. Perhaps it was like that for Gu Miao.


  That was also a kind of superpower.


   


  ***


   


  Attendance was good at their get-together today; everyone arrived ahead of time to the private room at the restaurant. By the time Gu Fei got there, they had already finished ordering the food.


  “Da-Fei, when are you enrolling?” asked Luo Yu, pouring him a drink.


  “Tomorrow,” said Gu Fei. “I think.”


  Luo Yu glanced at him. “Would you pay a little more attention to your own affairs? You did manage to get into a school.”


  “Yeah,” Gu Fei replied.


  “Ha, why so amenable today?” Chen Jie chuckled.


  “He’s still out of it, I bet,” said Liu Fan. “Just came back from a send-off. I reckon he’ll be dazed for the next couple days.”


  “Shut up,” said Gu Fei.


  “All right, let’s eat!” Li Yan picked up his cup and knocked it a few times against the table. “A toast! To this group finally producing one—no, two university students. Bottoms up!”


  Gu Fei knocked his cup against theirs and downed his liquor.


  He might not have been the most talkative when he hung out with these guys in the past, but his thoughts had never wandered like this. These were old friends of his; he was always able to unwind around them.


  But not today. These guys hadn’t changed, and neither had the atmosphere, but he couldn’t bring himself to fully relax the whole night.


  Because of Jiang Cheng.


  It was a strange feeling not having Jiang Cheng by his side, sitting where he could readily see him whenever he turned his head. 


  Gu Fei didn’t regret beginning their relationship, even if he’d known from the start that he’d have to face this situation—that he would fall into this pit of agonizing longing. He had no regrets.


  But it didn’t make it any less difficult to bear.


  And when he felt a distinct something else mixed in with the longing, the torment went from unbearable to excruciating. 


  Every so often, Jiang Cheng would report on his journey around the campus: ate a meal; went to the store; met all his roommates, none of whom were annoying; dragged for a walk around outside the campus by his roommates and didn’t get lost… 


  Gu Fei took Gu Miao home, and, after watching her draw for a while, went out by himself to Jiang Cheng’s apartment.


  He had to be home to eat dinner with Gu Miao in the evening, but before that, he planned to stay here for a while by himself. Perhaps it was different for different people, but for Gu Fei, the only way to ease the longing of missing his boyfriend was to see things that reminded him of Jiang Cheng. Only when he was immersed in the space that contained Jiang Cheng’s presence, looking at all the traces Jiang Cheng had left behind, could he be calm again.


  Everything in the apartment looked the same as before. It was as if Jiang Cheng had been trying to prove a point: All he’d taken with him were some clothes and his keys. Standing in the living room now, Gu Fei felt like he might walk into the bedroom and see Jiang Cheng there.


  He took a shower, then went into the bedroom and lay down on the bed. He had just closed his eyes when his phone chimed with a message from Jiang Cheng.


  - i’m back in the dorm, where are you?


  - Lying in your bed


  Jiang Cheng’s call came immediately. “You went to the apartment?”


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled.


  “I thought you were going to hang out with Er-Miao?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “I’m going home to eat dinner with her later,” said Gu Fei. “I’ll come back here once she falls asleep.”


  “Are you going to move in?” Jiang Cheng sniffed.


  “I don’t know. I’ll probably just come over here whenever I miss you.” Gu Fei could hear a change in Jiang Cheng’s voice. “Hey, Cheng-ge, you’re a total pussy now, huh? How many times have you cried in the past couple of days?”


  “Oh, fuck off,” said Jiang Cheng. “You’re not a pussy, you’re a dick.” Gu Fei cracked up at that, and Jiang Cheng laughed along too. Eventually he stopped long enough to add, “I’m outside my dorm right now. I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  “Is it about you coming out to Zhao Ke today?” asked Gu Fei.


  “Yeah, it was a bit of bad luck. He wanted to add me, so I took my phone out,” Jiang Cheng said. “But then your giant face was plastered all over it… Good thing it wasn’t your nudes, or Zhao Ke might’ve fainted.”


  “How’d he take it?” Gu Fei asked, laughing.


  “Calm enough. He said he wasn’t really cool with it, but that it’s none of his business, and he didn’t bring it up again. I think the guy’s okay.”


  “That’s good.” Gu Fei paused for a second before adding, “Maybe you should change out the photos of me. At least on your lock screen and home screen…”


  “No,” Jiang Cheng replied decisively. “It’s my phone, so I can do whatever I want. It’s not like I’m putting photos of my boyfriend all over other people’s phones.”


  “Okay, you’re right.” Gu Fei didn’t press the issue. Jiang Cheng had always been stubborn.


  “You’re enrolling tomorrow, right?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Yeah,” said Gu Fei. “It’ll probably be pretty quick, and then the military boot camp is right after that. Liu Fan has a buddy who used to go here, apparently their boot camp only lasts three days… We had a whole week of it in our first year at Fourth High.”


  “Ours won’t be until our second year.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Don’t forget to take pictures.”


  “Of what?” Gu Fei asked.


  “You, of course,” said Jiang Cheng. “Selfies. I need to stock up and savor them slowly over time.”


  “I thought you were gonna use them to jack off slowly over time.” 


  “That part is implied—I am a young man in my prime, after all. But I probably won’t be in the mood in the near future. And besides, this is an unfamiliar environment…”


  “All right, so who’s shameless now?” Gu Fei laughed.


  “Me.” Jiang Cheng readily admitted to it this time.


  “See, couldn’t you have owned up to it sooner?” said Gu Fei. “Are you eating dinner in the cafeteria too? How’s the food?”


  “Not bad. We’ll go again for dinner. The guys in my room are all food lovers. They’ve already memorized all the best and featured dishes in every cafeteria. They’ve even made a plan to go through them one by one in the next few days.”


  “After months of suffering through my cooking, you finally get to be free,” said Gu Fei. “Careful that you don’t gain too much weight.”


  “If I had a choice, I’d rather eat your cooking all day every day,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Because that means you’d be with me.”


  Gu Fei’s heart clenched. He was just about to change the subject when he heard someone calling for Jiang Cheng on the other end: “Jiang Cheng, we’re going to the library!”


  “Again?” Jiang Cheng called back. “Didn’t we already go today?”


  The guy said something else that Gu Fei couldn’t make out, but Jiang Cheng sounded reluctant. “You guys go ahead. I’m on the phone…”


  “You should go, Cheng-ge,” said Gu Fei.


  “I don’t really wanna,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “But they said they’re going straight to dinner after studying.”


  “Go,” Gu Fei urged him. “You’ve only just met. It’s good to do things as a group. You can head off on your own later when you’ve become more acquainted—that way they won’t think you’re a loner.”


  “…Okay.” 


  Gu Fei didn’t want to hang up, but he did it anyway.


  He spent a while lying there on the bed before he managed to surface from the depths of missing Jiang Cheng. He got out of bed and walked to the window, where he stood with a lit cigarette between his lips.


  That’d probably been Zhao Ke calling for Jiang Cheng. The two of them had gone to the library this morning. Jiang Cheng had reported it to him.


  This dorm room full of overachievers had set the library as the location of their first group outing on their second day there. Gu Fei smiled to himself. This was the “something else” that he couldn’t quite bring himself to face head-on.


  From now on, everyone who appeared by Jiang Cheng’s side would be an overachiever like him, every one of them just as exceptional. That was the crowd he belonged with. Those people, who belonged to a different world from the people of the Steelworks, were his kind. Gu Fei had felt it when he first saw Zhao Ke. The guy didn’t even need to say anything in particular. Just standing there and greeting them had been enough to clearly demonstrate the contrast between him and the unique local products of the Steelworks.


  Gu Fei had felt the same thing when he’d first laid eyes on Jiang Cheng.


  Even if he hadn’t initially connected Jiang Cheng to the term “overachiever,” even if Jiang Cheng wasn’t a good student in the conventional sense, he could still tell with a single glance that Jiang Cheng came from an entirely different world.


  He might be “the one and only Gu Fei,” whom Jiang Cheng had picked out from a place like this, but how much appeal would this uniqueness hold in that world—the world where Jiang Cheng actually belonged? And for how much longer…?


  Have you considered…getting a boyfriend?


  The sense of unease and bewilderment he had felt when Jiang Cheng first asked him this question had returned.




  Chapter 112


   


  JIANG CHENG HADN’T CRACKED open a single book since the exams—even the application guide had only received a cursory glance. He wasn’t sure what exactly he should be reading in the library. 


  Zhao Ke and the others weren’t there to read anything either. They just wanted to check the place out and familiarize themselves with the environment. The library was a very motivating place, after all.


  Jiang Cheng had been a little stunned when he first walked through the door. His nerves, having gone completely slack over the summer, were suddenly pulled taut in a single instant. It was a large and beautiful space. To borrow a phrase often used in elementary school writing assignments: It was spacious, bright, and clean, with tables and chairs laid out in orderly rows… There were even sofas. Jiang Cheng went and sat down on one. It was perfectly comfortable.


  Everyone in the library was very quiet. Jiang Cheng’s group tacitly switched their phones to vibrate, and as they strolled about on their tour, none of them said a single word, only moving their heads on a swivel as they looked around.


  Right now, the rows upon rows of neatly shelved books no longer irritated Jiang Cheng. Instead, they gave him a vague sense of pressure.


  Almost a whole year of toiling away through days and nights had gotten him the acceptance letter he was after, but that was only the first step. In fact, strictly speaking, it wasn’t even a step—he hadn’t even started.


  “C’mon, let’s go get some coffee, and then dinner.” Zhao Ke had borrowed a few books just to get used to the lending process.


  “What did you get?” Jiang Cheng asked in a whisper. Personally, he had no idea what he could possibly borrow at this time. 


  “…Novels.” Zhao Ke showed him the covers. 


  “I thought you were getting textbooks,” Jiang Cheng said, a little surprised.


  “There’ll be enough textbooks in our future to make you sick,” said Zhao Ke. “All I want to do right now is read fiction.”


  “Oh.”


  Zhao Ke was a pretty big fan of coffee. He had treated Jiang Cheng to coffee just that morning, and he was already suggesting they go again. The other guys were going to each pay for themselves, but Zhao Ke refused. He said that it was his idea, so it should be his treat.


  After another coffee, Jiang Cheng didn’t feel like eating anymore. He wasn’t hungry. However, to follow through on the quest of familiarizing himself with the food on campus, he still crawled through two more cafeterias with the group. By the time they finished eating and got back to their dorm, he was so painfully full, it felt like he might puke it all out at any second. He sent Gu Fei a message as he lay down on his bunk.


  - i ate too much


  Gu Fei didn’t answer. Around this time, he was probably eating dinner with Gu Miao.


  The other two people in their room, besides him and Zhao Ke, were both talking on their phones. It sounded like they were calling their respective girlfriends; their voices were dripping with affection.


  The guy who slept on the bunk across from Jiang Cheng was named Lu Shi, a dense, heavy first name coupled with an oafish-sounding surname. The name evoked the image of a solid bridge stump. In reality, Lu Shi was anything but. He was lanky and tall, the kind of build that could easily snap in half with one push from Gu Fei.


  “It’s okay, come visit for National Day,” Lu Shi said very gently into the receiver. “We’ll hang out here for a few days, then I’ll go back with you… Uh-huh, then I’ll come back by myself… It’s fine, the back-and-forth is nothing. Well, you would’ve gone back and forth too…”


  It was pretty sweet. Jiang Cheng smiled and glanced at Zhao Ke beside him. As the only sad bachelor in their dorm room, Zhao Ke was click-clacking away at his computer, dedicating his whole heart to Memory.


  Across from Zhao Ke’s bunk was Zhang Qiqi. His cute looks matched his cute name—he had a round, childlike face that made him look more like a middle schooler than a college student. He had been talking quietly on the phone this whole time, but now he suddenly raised his voice and said anxiously, “Don’t cry, no, don’t cry. If you cry, then I’ll want to cry. And we can’t even cry into each other’s arms right now…”


  “You can cry into a pillow,” said Zhao Ke. “If one’s not enough, I can lend you more.”


  Jiang Cheng chortled.


  “Hey, Jiang Cheng.” Zhao Ke let go of his mouse, having just failed a level. “Are there any clubs you wanted to join?”


  “Clubs?” Jiang Cheng remembered the stack of pamphlets and brochures he’d never gotten around to. “I…don’t know. Not really.”


  “Some of them sound kind of fun,” said Zhao Ke. “I want to join one that involves physical exercise.”


  “I can just go for a run or something in the morning,” Jiang Cheng said. “Which one are you looking to join?”


  “I…” Zhao Ke turned to glance at Lu Shi and Zhang Qiqi before saying quietly, “I want to knit a sweater for my goddess.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng was confused.


  “There’s a knitting club.” Zhao Ke gestured with his hands. “All kinds of yarn crafts.”


  “I thought you wanted to exercise?” said Jiang Cheng, still confused.


  “I do,” Zhao Ke said. “But my goddess is more important. I can join both.”


  “So you want to go make sweaters?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Knitting, not just making sweaters,” Zhao Ke corrected him. “My goddess—”


  “Then you should go,” Jiang Cheng said with an approving nod.


  “It should be pretty interesting, I think.”


  “I think you probably shouldn’t set your sights too high. Maybe start with something simple.”


  “A scarf?” Zhao Ke thought about it. “That’s too ordinary.”


  “And a sweater is extraordinary?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “Is there anything in the middle?” Zhao Ke pondered as he leaned back in his chair. “Like…”


  “Let me show you something.” Jiang Cheng stood up. Right now, he found himself empathizing with those annoying people who couldn’t hold back from showing off their babies to everyone. This annoying guy who couldn’t hold back from showing off his boyfriend climbed onto his bunk and retrieved the teru teru bozu from next to his pillow.


  Jiang Cheng hadn’t brought very much with him. He had wanted to bring the maze Gu Fei had made for their first birthday together, but it was too heavy. In the end, all he’d brought was this doll.
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  “A teru teru bozu?” Zhao Ke held it in his hands, a little surprised. “It looks great.”


  “Something like this should be easier than a sweater, right?” Jiang Cheng said.


  “But this is crochet.” Zhao Ke looked at it for a while before handing it back to him. “You made this?”


  “No.” Jiang Cheng put the teru teru bozu back beside his pillow. He stared at it for a moment, then patted its head and came back down.


  “Your…” Zhao Ke paused and glanced at the two guys nearby, both still fully immersed in their phone conversations. “…Your boyfriend made it?”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng gave a little smile.


  “Great.” Zhao Ke nodded. “I feel better now.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng blinked at him.


  “I was wondering if it might be too girly for a guy to join the knitting club,” Zhao Ke said. “But now I’m not worried anymore.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “He’s certainly not girly, but I can’t say the same for you, if you joined a knitting club.”


  Zhao Ke looked back at him wordlessly.


  “…It probably wouldn’t be,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “I think so too,” said Zhao Ke.


   


  ***


   


  Gu Fei didn’t end up texting him back, which made Jiang Cheng a little restless the whole night.


  He knew that Gu Fei must’ve been busy. Any time Gu Miao went two days without seeing Gu Fei, he always had to play with her for a long time when he went back.


  Today, however, felt a little different from usual. Jiang Cheng had to grit his teeth to keep from sending Gu Fei more messages.


  With nothing better to do, he lay on his bunk and listened to Lu Shi and Zhang Qiqi talk about their girlfriends. It was a conversation he couldn’t join, since what he had was a boyfriend—and nor could Zhao Ke, who only had a goddess.


  After more than an hour of conversation, the other two started to show each other photos of their girlfriends.


  “Finally, they’re comparing photos,” Zhao Ke said out of nowhere.


  “What?” Zhang Qiqi asked.


  “Nothing.” Zhao Ke was already back at his game.


  Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and couldn’t stop giggling.


  It wasn’t until after ten o’clock that his phone finally chimed with a reply from Gu Fei.


  - Asleep yet?


  - nope


  It was probably the fastest he had ever typed in his life. His fingers were mere flitting shadows over the phone.


  - Er-Miao was making a fuss today, I just got a break


  - what’s going on with her?


  - She realized you weren’t here anymore after dinner. She was pretty upset, so she ripped up her books and drawing pads. 


  - Threw a tantrum


  Jiang Cheng glanced at the time—a few hours had passed between dinnertime and now. He didn’t dare imagine the kind of tantrum Gu Miao might’ve thrown, or how Gu Fei was finally able to calm her down.


  - better now?


  - Yeah, she’s fine now, already asleep.


  - you must be tired


  - Not particularly, I’m used to it


  - can you take a pic and send it to me? I miss you so much right now


  Gu Fei didn’t reply, but he sent over a picture shortly after. Jiang Cheng took one glance and laughed, though the laughter didn’t last more than a second.


  The photo showed Gu Fei shirtless and sitting on his bed, leaning against the headboard. The big grin on his face made the dam of Jiang Cheng’s longing burst in an instant.


  - fuck, what should I do. I want to buy a ticket back there right now


  - Don’t, I’ll come see you after my bootcamp


  - really?


  - Wouldn’t dare lie to you. It starts the day after tomorrow and only lasts 3 days. I’ll be able to go see you that Friday evening


  - okay


  After chatting for a while, Jiang Cheng felt much more at ease. He pulled up Gu Fei’s photo again and stared at it for a while. Gu Fei might have been beaming in the picture, but Jiang Cheng could still see the fatigue in his eyes and the dark circles beneath them.


  - you should get to sleep, you haven’t been sleeping properly for days


  - I actually am pretty sleepy. Are you going to sleep? Or staying up to talk to your roommates


  - nah. two of them are talking about their girlfriends. can’t relate


  - Lmao


  - if they keep on talking about their girlfriends nonstop tomorrow, I’ll have to start talking to them about my boyfriend


  - Noooo don’t~


  - will too


  - Nooooo mister donnn’t~


  - …go away you pussy


  - Pussy’s insulting the dick


  - are you sleeping or not, I thought you were sooo tired


  - Sleeping now


  - gnight boyfriend


  - boyfriend gnight


  After Gu Fei went to sleep, the dorm room went dark too.


  Jiang Cheng continued messing around on his phone for a little longer, tapping on this and that, then finally went through his entire collection of Gu Fei photos.


  Sleepy. 


  Gu Fei hadn’t been sleeping well the last few days, and neither had he. It was emotionally taxing for someone like him to get used to a new environment, new people, and new things, since he’d never tended to pay much attention to his surroundings.


  Lu Shi and Zhang Qiqi were still chatting quietly to each other. Jiang Cheng had no doubt that the two of them would become besties who’d tell each other everything.


  “Go to sleep,” Zhao Ke said from his bunk. His voice was calm and measured as he threatened them: “You better believe that I’ll roast you two alive in the next second.”


  “The fury of a sad bachelor,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh.


  “Quite furious.” Zhao Ke seemed to have procured a lighter from somewhere—with a click, he ignited it and waved it in his hand threateningly.


  The two on the other side of the room ended their conversation amid laughter, and the room descended into silence.


   


  ***


   


  “Where are you? I can’t calm Er-Miao down!” his mom yelled anxiously over the phone. “Hurry and come back!”


  “Okay, I’ll be home in five minutes.” Gu Fei jumped out of bed. It was six o’clock in the morning, but hearing just a second of Gu Miao’s angry screams through the phone was enough to wake him thoroughly from his slight stupor. In less than ten minutes, he was out the door and back home.


  The first thing he heard as he stepped through the doorway was Gu Miao’s hoarse screams, no longer sharp. She had clearly been at it for a while.


  “Your brother’s back!” Their mom clutched Gu Miao’s shoulders and turned her around to face the door. “Er-Miao, look! Your brother’s back!”


  Gu Miao stopped screaming and stood unmoving in her spot.


  “Er-Miao.” Without even changing out of his shoes, Gu Fei went and crouched down in front of her. When his hand touched Gu Miao’s arm, he could feel that her whole body was tense and stiff. This wasn’t a temper tantrum. Gu Miao only tensed up her whole body like this when she was nervous and stressed. He rubbed Gu Miao’s arms continuously as he spoke to her. “Er-Miao, Er-Miao—your big brother’s here, Er-Miao…”


  Eventually, Gu Miao relaxed and put her arms around him. Gu Fei picked her up and walked into her bedroom. “Ah, you’re so heavy. Let’s go out and weigh you later, huh? I can barely pick you up anymore.”


  Gu Miao still wouldn’t let go even after he set her down on her bed. Her hands clenched tightly around his arms.


  “Want me to take you out for some breakfast?” Gu Fei asked.


  “No go,” Gu Miao said very quietly.


  “Mm, no go.” Gu Fei patted her back. “See, not going. I’m right here. I didn’t go.”


  Gu Miao’s verbal expressions were limited to simple phrases, just one or two words. In all these years, she had never said anything more complex in front of Gu Fei, never mind anyone else. As far as anyone else knew—even their mother—Gu Miao was as good as mute.


  Their mom brought back breakfast. After the meal, Gu Miao seemed to be back to normal, but when Gu Fei left the house to enroll at his school, she followed him out with her skateboard under her arm.


  Gu Fei knew she wanted to tag along, so he didn’t stop her. The college was within Gu Miao’s territory—it was in the same area they often visited to pick out yarn.


  “Let’s go.” Gu Fei stepped on the pedal and shot out on his bike, then let out a whistle.


  Gu Miao immediately returned the whistle as she caught up on her skateboard. Gu Fei slowed down and let her race ahead of him. Watching her short hair flutter in the wind, he sighed quietly.


  “Left!” he called when they reached an intersection.


  With a quick push of her foot, Gu Miao bent at the waist and turned with a flourish, swerving to the left.


  This was a scene that was all too familiar to him—his little sister zooming on her skateboard all around him. It was the most joy he could give her within her tiny little world. He had never thought much about it either way, though. That was just the way things were; it had been like this ever since he realized that Gu Miao had an unusual knack for skateboarding.


  Today, as he followed behind Gu Miao, he felt an unspeakable emotion within him for the first time, something tart and slightly bitter.


  “I’m going in now.” Gu Fei stopped outside the gates of the college. He bent down to look into Gu Miao’s face. “Wait for me at the store at lunchtime.”


  Eyes fixed on him, Gu Miao nodded.


  “Skate on the sidewalk on your way back, and make sure to keep to the side of the road when there’s no sidewalk. Can you remember that?” Gu Fei reminded her. Gu Miao was not as familiar with this area as she was with their own neighborhood.


  Gu Miao nodded again.


  “All right, go on.” Gu Fei straightened up.


  Gu Miao turned and rolled away with a kick, then let out a whistle. Smiling, Gu Fei returned it.


  A few girls by the gates had been watching them. “Wow,” they exclaimed quietly among themselves, “what a cool little girl!”


  As Gu Fei headed inside, one of them walked over to him. “Hi.”


  Gu Fei turned to look at her. The girl was a little too close to him; he instinctively stepped to the side.


  “Was that your little sister?” the girl asked with a smile.


  “Mm-hm,” Gu Fei answered.


  “She’s awesome.”


  Gu Fei pulled the corners of his mouth up slightly before turning back to continue walking. The girl followed him. “Nice to meet you. My name is Luo Jiaojiao.”


  Gu Fei didn’t say anything.


  “You must be Gu Fei,” Luo Jiaojiao said as she turned to point behind them. “My best friend is from Fourth High. She knows you.”


  Gu Fei nodded. “Oh.”


  “Oh hey, do you—”


  Gu Fei cut her off. “No.” With that, he quickly walked away.


  “Ah…” Luo Jiaojiao didn’t follow him this time. She sighed, likely lamenting with the other girls.


  “I told you…” One of them said something quietly, but Gu Fei didn’t hear the rest.


  The college campus had seemed rather big before, but walking in for enrollment now, Gu Fei realized that it wasn’t very big at all.


  Compared to the process at Jiang Cheng’s school, the new student enrollment here was brief. There weren’t as many students, for one thing. His major had only one class, and there were only a little more than twenty people in it. He didn’t know what the dorms were like here, as he hadn’t applied for on-campus residence. When his classmates gathered around to exchange names and contacts, he turned and walked out of the school.


  There was nothing else to do after enrollment, anyway, and not much to see around campus. He wasn’t interested in a tour or in getting to know the other students. That was how he had always been.


  When Jiang Cheng was here, Gu Fei would reluctantly make himself part of the group for his sake. But now that Jiang Cheng was gone, he naturally returned to the same loner habits he’d kept for years.


  His phone chimed then.


  - registered yet?


  - Mm, all done. I’m going back to the store now


  Jiang Cheng’s call came right away. “You’re done already?”


  “Yeah, it’s not like I’m living in the dorms, so I don’t have to worry about the dorm stuff.” Gu Fei smiled.


  “You didn’t tour the campus or anything? The sports fields, the library, things like that.”


  “No,” Gu Fei said. “Our school doesn’t have a library.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng paused. “Not like you’d go even if it did.”


  Gu Fei laughed. “My boyfriend knows me the best.”


  “How are your classmates? It’s a teacher training college, and you’re in the Chinese program. I bet there are lots of girls.” 


  “We only have one class in our year, twenty-six people in total,” Gu Fei said with a laugh. “And twenty-one of them are girls.”


  “What a ratio.” Jiang Cheng tutted a few times before laughing too. “Now I feel better.”


  “Feel better about what?” asked Gu Fei.


  “Well, you’re not interested in girls. You can barely get away from them fast enough.” Jiang Cheng sounded positively gleeful.


  “What if there’s someone good-looking out of the other four guys?” Gu Fei asked.


  “No way they’re better looking than me,” Jiang Cheng said, with great certainty and not even a trace of hesitation.


  “That’s true.”


  This adorable confidence was his favorite thing about Jiang Cheng. He always remained so sure of himself in every aspect. It didn’t matter if the confidence was a reaction to growing up with the disapproval of his adoptive parents. Whatever the case, his head was always up.


  They chatted for a while, but soon the bottomless bellies of Jiang Cheng’s dorm were once again setting out on a crawl of the food spots around campus, so Gu Fei ended the call.


  As he came out of the school gates, Gu Fei immediately spotted Gu Miao across the street. She was sitting on her skateboard, looking intently in his direction. When she saw him walk out, Gu Miao shot up from her perch, kicked the skateboard with her toes, and made to dash over. She only stopped when Gu Fei lifted a finger and pointed at her.


  Gu Fei retrieved his bike and rode over to her. “Didn’t I tell you to wait for me at the store?” Gu Miao didn’t answer, only stared at him. “If I say I’ll be back for lunch, then I’ll definitely be back.” 


  Gu Miao frowned a little and patted the back seat of the bike.


  “Let’s go.” Gu Fei stepped on the pedal.


  Gu Miao hopped onto her skateboard and grabbed the back seat. Gu Fei glanced back to see her staring straight ahead with the most solemn expression. He suddenly felt like he’d let her down.


  He would always tell Gu Miao whenever he wasn’t spending the night at home. He’d tell her what time he was leaving and when he would be back. He’d told her all that the few times he left on short trips, too, listing off all the days for her: today, tomorrow, and the day after. But this time, when he went away with Jiang Cheng to his school, he hadn’t told her. He hadn’t known how to make her understand that Jiang Cheng was leaving, and he couldn’t bring himself to explain what was happening today, tomorrow, or the day after.


  It made his heart clench, the way Gu Miao now refused to let him out of her sight. In her eyes, and in her heart, he was her only safe harbor. It was the first time that he had neglected her feelings.


  No go.


  That was what Gu Miao asked of him.


  Belatedly, he felt a sudden wave of panic. His hands shook a little on the handlebars.


  Just last night, he had promised Jiang Cheng that he would go see him.


  It wasn’t just something Jiang Cheng was looking forward to; Gu Fei wanted it too. He missed Jiang Cheng. He wanted to see him, to see him in the flesh with his own eyes, to touch him, and to hear his voice in person, not just out of a phone.


  But now… He glanced at Gu Miao. Under these circumstances, how could he make Gu Miao accept the fact that her brother was going to disappear for two days and two nights?


  And if Gu Miao couldn’t accept it…what was he going to tell Jiang Cheng?


   


  ***


   


  When they returned to the store, his mom was on the phone. Gu Fei sat behind the counter and spaced out, watching Gu Miao scribble on a piece of paper.


  Jiang Cheng sent him several messages in a row.


  Gu Fei tapped open the chat. The first thing he saw was a selfie, taken as always in a way that relied solely on Jiang Cheng’s good looks.


  Next was a plate of food. Gu Fei didn’t get a clear look at what it was, because he saw the message right below it at the same time.


  - super-duper delicious, I can eat two all by myself. we’ll go together when you visit


  Gu Fei frowned and exited the chat. He tossed the phone onto the counter, leaned back in the chair, and let out a long sigh.


  His mom finished her phone call and walked over to him. “I’m heading out for a bit.”


  “Don’t go out,” said Gu Fei. “I need to sleep this afternoon. You stay and watch the store.”


  “You can just sleep in the store,” his mom said. “Or get Li Yan to—”


  “Are you paying Li Yan a salary?” Gu Fei asked.


  His mom rolled her eyes at him. “Then you—”


  “I said you’re not going anywhere!” Gu Fei exploded as he kicked the counter with one foot. “You’re watching the store this afternoon! Understand?!”




  Chapter 113


   


  HIS MOM FROZE where she stood and stared at him in shock.


  “I’ll say this for the last time,” Gu Fei said in a hushed voice as he stood up and pointed at her. “You’re not going anywhere. This afternoon, you’re watching the store.”


  “What’s wrong with you?!” his mom yelled, finally coming back to her senses. “What the hell are you yelling for, you nutjob?! You just yell at me for fun whenever you feel like it! What kind of son yells at his own mother like this?!”


  “What kind of mother behaves the way you do?!” Gu Fei kicked the counter again.


  It was a hard kick this time. All of the pent-up frustration and despair that had been scrambling up his insides and clawing for a way out now channeled itself into one violent stomp. As his foot slammed into it, the counter tipped and toppled over. Everything on the countertop scattered over the ground in a series of loud crashes and clangs. Even the little table in front of Gu Miao fell with them.


  Gu Miao lifted her head and looked over at them, her eyes opening as wide as saucers even while her face remained blank.


  Gu Fei turned to look at her, then lifted his hand in front of his face. Gu Miao understood, and closed her eyes accordingly. She wasn’t especially sensitive to sound, because in most instances, she couldn’t understand other people’s conversations. It was easier for her to comprehend what she could see with her own eyes.


  “Da-Fei, have you gone insane?” His mom stared at him. Her voice was so quiet and shaky it was barely above a whisper. The cash register had hit her foot when it crashed to the ground. It clearly hurt so much that she could hardly speak. She had to hold on to a nearby shelf for support, her brow furling into a knot. 


  “Who in this family isn’t?” Gu Fei replied, looking back at her.


  Someone wandered in through the front door just then—they’d made such a racket that two grannies had rushed over from the clinic next door. “What’s wrong, what’s wrong? What happened? Whoa! What’s going on here?! Whoa!”


  Gu Fei turned around. The grannies wore the signature animated expressions you always saw on the Steelworks mob who loved a good show—it suffocated him. “Get out!” He ground out the words between gritted teeth.


  The grannies were stunned. “Whoa!”


  “Get out! Get out! Get out!” his mom screamed as she lunged toward the door. “Out, out, out! The hell are you looking at?! This is none of your business!”


  After shooing away the nosy grannies, she crouched down in the doorway and started crying.


  “You can get out too,” said Gu Fei.


  The kick hadn’t managed to release much of his irritation and despair, but it did draw all the strength from his body. His legs felt weak as he fell back into the chair; it was as though there was nothing supporting his body anymore.


  His mom didn’t get out. She stayed crouched in the doorway, rubbing the top of her foot and crying.


  Gu Miao righted her little table, picked up her notepad and pencils, and put her head down to go back to what she was doing before. She wasn’t drawing today; she was writing.


  This tiny little shop was not Gu Fei’s only source of income. It wasn’t even his primary source of income. But he ate here, rested here, and hung out with his friends and listened to them chat here. Gu Miao would fly around on her skateboard outside, and when she got tired or thirsty, she would come in for a drink or just to space out. This was where Gu Miao had grown up, and it was part of what he had thought of as home all these years.


  Now, it had become a burden. As much as he hated to admit it, ever since he was little, many things were burdens to him. Many, many things that he saw as just a part of life were burdens that weighed him down, firm and unyielding.


  Growing up, Gu Fei had shut his eyes and closed his ears; if he couldn’t see or hear, then he could follow the path under his feet and go on like that forever.


  But now, everything had changed. Jiang Cheng had smacked him wide awake. He had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide.


  Even though he had blown up on Jiang Cheng that one time, Gu Fei had never blamed him, not really. In some small corner of his heart, one that he had almost forgotten about, perhaps he too had hoped.


  Hoped that someone would appear.


  Someone astride a fantastical rainbow-colored horse, wielding a huge rainbow-colored sword, his long rainbow-colored hair billowing in the wind, tears of diamonds running down his face whenever he cried… And then he would probably have to go and beat the guy up. 


  But this person had appeared anyway, and in the most unusual manner. He’d first picked up Gu Fei’s little sister, then proceeded to face-plant his way into Gu Fei’s life.


  Ever since he met Jiang Cheng at the train station that day Gu Fei’s life had completely unraveled, and yet he didn’t fight it. He allowed Jiang Cheng to hack numerous cracks, both big and small, into the walls of his world, so that rays of light could shine in.


  Like warm sun on spring grass.


  He heard the sound of a motorcycle outside, followed by the sound of a motorcycle crashing to the ground.


  Gu Fei frowned and sighed.


  “What happened?” a man yelled in panic outside. “Xiao-Jin! What’s wrong, Xiao-Jin?”


  To be honest, if Gu Fei hadn’t known the man was Liu Li—his mother’s boyfriend, the one Jiang Cheng called “Ponytail Guy”—and that he was calling out for his mom, he really wouldn’t have known who this “Xiao-Jin” referred to. “Jin” was not a part of his mother’s first or last name. It must’ve been her 108th pet name or something.


  Liu Li charged into the store. “Feifei, your mom—” 


  “Shut the hell up,” Gu Fei snapped, his face cold. “Who the hell are you talking to?”


  “Da…Fei?” Liu Li hesitated. “What’s wrong with your mom? Was there…was there a robbery?”


  Gu Fei stared at him wordlessly, and Liu Li looked back at him.


  After a few seconds of eye contact, Gu Fei stood up, took two strides over to Liu Li, and grabbed his collar as the man instinctively tried to shrink back.


  His mom started shouting in alarm. “Da-Fei, what are you doing?!”
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  “All good, all good.” Liu Li stuck his hand out behind him and waved, then lowered his voice and said, “Da-Fei, let’s talk this out…”


  Gu Fei didn’t make a sound as he dragged Liu Li out to the courtyard behind the store.


  “Da-Fei!” His mom anxiously hopped after them on one foot.


  Gu Fei turned back and gave her an icy glare. He didn’t need to look in the mirror; he could tell by their reactions alone that he must’ve looked terrifying in that moment. His mom froze in her tracks.


  Once they were in the courtyard, Gu Fei shoved Liu Li until he stumbled back against the outer wall.


  Gu Fei walked up to him, and Liu Li immediately lifted his hands and crossed them in front of his face. “Don’t go for the face.”


  “Did you say you wanted to take over your boss’s restaurant?” Gu Fei pulled Liu Li’s hands aside.


  “Huh?” Liu Li blinked at him.


  “I asked you a question. Just answer,” said Gu Fei.


  “Yeah, I wanted to.” Liu Li straightened up. “But I haven’t got enough money yet. And besides, my boss isn’t planning on selling right—”


  “How much money have you saved up?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Thirty thousand yuan,” said Liu Li.


  “Give that to me,” Gu Fei said, “and this shop’s yours.”


  “Wait…what?” Liu Li was stunned.


  “You can turn this into a restaurant,” Gu Fei told him. “The walls around the back room can be knocked down, that’ll make it big enough. But if you’re going to do it, you have to keep part of the original store shelves, because my sister will still come by, and she’ll be upset if the shelves are gone.”


  “Ah.” Liu Li was still confused. “Ah?”


  “If you break up with my mom, I’ll be taking the store back. No refund,” Gu Fei went on. “And if you won’t leave, I’ll beat your ass out the door.”


  It couldn’t be said for sure whether Liu Li had understood all of that, because up until now, his face was an unchanging stunned.jpg.


  “Go take the money out of the bank,” Gu Fei said. “Electronic transfer is fine too.”


  Gu Fei backed away a couple of steps, stuck his hands in his pockets, and proceeded to stare silently at Liu Li.


  It took the man another two minutes to fully comprehend. “You mean, you’re transferring your family’s store to me for thirty thousand?”


  “Mm,” Gu Fei answered. A store like this in this kind of neighborhood wasn’t worth thirty thousand yuan, even with all the stock thrown in. But at this moment, at the height of his irritation, he was in the mood to force this sale.


  “I’ll…have to talk this over with your mother,” Liu Li said.


  “No need,” Gu Fei said. “You can talk it over with yourself. If you don’t think you’re going to be with my mom for very long, then we can just forget this whole thing.”


  “No, no, I’m set on her.” Liu Li waved his hand. “Your mother is…a very lovely woman.” 


  “All right then.” Gu Fei turned to walk back inside. “Let me know when you’ve decided.”


  Back in the store, his mom was still holding on to the shelves for support. Seeing Gu Fei come in, she immediately pushed past him into the courtyard, shouting, “Are you okay?!”


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei walked to Gu Miao’s side and flicked her gently on the head. “Let’s go eat, then we’ll go home.”


  Gu Miao gathered her notebook and pencils into her little bag. Holding her skateboard in one hand, she followed him out the door.


  Gu Fei could tell that Liu Li was not like the “true loves” his mother had had in the past. For one thing, this guy had a relatively stable job. Whether or not his idea of taking over his boss’s restaurant was a realistic goal, he was at least someone with a plan for the future. Most importantly, he was her longest-lasting boyfriend to date.


  If the store went to Liu Li, he could do whatever he wanted with it. Gu Fei hoped that it would be the first step to settling his mother’s teenage heart. If they wanted to spend all their time together, then let them do it every day in the store.


  If they really were to break up, Gu Fei wouldn’t necessarily insist on keeping the money. But he needed to put that idea out there so Liu Li would consider his proposal seriously.


  He truly would have no energy to spare for this store if he didn’t transfer it to someone else.


  Liu Li turned out to be a rather decisive man—perhaps the power of love really was strong enough. Gu Fei got a call from him in the middle of his nap at home that same afternoon.


  “So we definitely can’t negotiate the price?” asked Liu Li.


  “No,” said Gu Fei.


  “Then…should we maybe sign a contract?” Liu Li ventured.


  “Up to you. You can draft one.”


  “But I don’t know how.”


  Gu Fei sighed. “Then we won’t sign one. I don’t know how either.”


  “A college student like you…” Liu Li started laughing.


  “I haven’t started yet.”


  “Okay, then. We can just write a simple agreement,” Liu Li said. “I trust you—you’re Xiao-Jin’s son, after all.”


  Gu Fei felt like laughing. If that one point alone was what they were judging by, he would probably be a very untrustworthy person indeed.


   


  ***


   


  Liu Li was waiting for him in the store, and so was his mom. There was a hint of bewildered anticipation in her sulky face.


  Gu Fei wrote up a very simple agreement, which he and Liu Li both signed and thumb-printed.


  “You really asked for all that money?” his mom asked.


  “Yes,” Gu Fei said.


  She frowned. “Won’t that leave him without any startup capital?” 


  “Come on.” Gu Fei ignored her as he stood up and looked at Liu Li. “Let’s go make that transfer.”


  It wasn’t until the two of them were out the door that Gu Fei asked him, “Will you still have money left over?”


  “Yeah.” Liu Li nodded. “I do.”


  “If you’re not in a rush to open a restaurant, you can continue operating the store as is. There’s no other variety store or supermarket in this neighborhood, so it’s very doable if you manage it well,” Gu Fei said. “You can ask my mom about ordering stock and stuff like that. She knows it all.”


  “Okay, all right.” Liu Li continued nodding.


  “My sister is used to hanging out there,” Gu Fei said, glancing at him, “so don’t let her know that the store was transferred to you.”


  “Don’t worry, she can come anytime she wants. We’re all gonna be one family anyway.”


  Gu Fei glanced at Liu Li, who giggled a little. “Don’t let my mom manage the cash,” he said. “Or don’t say I didn’t warn you when you start losing money.”


  Liu Li kept laughing.


  Gu Fei didn’t say anything else. He took Liu Li to the ATM on the corner and completed the transaction.


  After coming out of the bank, he didn’t go back to the store; instead, he squatted on a cement stump on the side of the street with a cigarette and spaced out for a long, long time.


   


  ***


   


  The college’s three-day military boot camp was extremely basic; they weren’t even required to wear uniforms. All they had to do was march back and forth on the field at a casual pace, over and over. It was practically a gentle stroll. The drillmaster started out incredibly aggressive but gave up the act halfway through the first day, because no matter how fiercely he pushed them, it didn’t make a difference with any of the students.


  During break, Gu Fei sat on the edge of a flower bed and took out his phone to snap a couple of selfies.


  His selfies were much better than Jiang Cheng’s in every way, be it the angle, the lighting, or the composition. After he sent the photo, Jiang Cheng’s reply was instantaneous.


  - oh fuck. hot


  - Take a few photography tips from me


  - nah, I have a boyfriend to do it for me


  Gu Fei grinned.


  - Excellent logic.


  - is your boot camp tiring?


  - Nope, no different than our strolls


  - lol that sounds a little too chill


  - Have your classes started yet?


  - started today, my schedule is pretty packed, lots of orientation events too, and a seminar this weekend


  Before Gu Fei could respond, Jiang Cheng followed up with another message.


  - it’s on saturday afternoon. we can go and walk around in the morning, you rest in the afternoon, then we can go out together after my seminar 


  Gu Fei stared at the message for a long time without texting back. He didn’t know how to reply.


  Jiang Cheng was eagerly awaiting his visit, but with the way things were at home, he probably wouldn’t be able to go. He’d been planning to check with Jiang Cheng if he had time to come back instead…but that seemed out of the question now.


  Unlike his own college, the first-year students at Jiang Cheng’s school were busy right from the start of the school year. Gu Fei had done a little online research himself. In a place where overachievers congregated, many people maintained an intense pace of study, beginning with the first year. He didn’t want to put Jiang Cheng in a difficult spot.


  Even so, he didn’t know how to come straight out and say that he had to cancel this trip. Before he could think of a suitable solution, Jiang Cheng’s call came in.


  Gu Fei gritted his teeth and picked up. “Boyfriend.”


  “Boyfriend.” Jiang Cheng was laughing at the other end. “How come you suddenly went quiet?”


  “Somebody came to talk to me just now,” said Gu Fei.


  “Did you see the message I sent?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I have a seminar Saturday afternoon, but I’m free all of Sunday, so we can spend the whole day together.”


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei’s brows were in a tight knot. “I…”


  “Hm?” Cheng-ge answered.


  “It’s just, you know how I didn’t tell Er-Miao when I went there with you?” Gu Fei said, struggling to get the words out. “So now she’s a little upset…”


  “Ah?” Jiang Cheng’s worry was immediate. “Did something bad happen?”


  “No, she’s fine now.” Gu Fei pressed the center of his brow over and over. “But she was very upset yesterday. She kept screaming, because I slept at your place and not at home.”


  “But she wasn’t like that when you came over before,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “I didn’t tell her this time. And besides, she found out you were gone.” Gu Fei closed his eyes for a few moments. “The way she is right now, wherever I go she just…follows. I…”


  Gu Fei didn’t finish his sentence. He could already imagine Jiang Cheng’s expression.


  Jiang Cheng was smart and sensitive; he’d said enough for Jiang Cheng to understand what he meant. Moreover, he really couldn’t bring himself to continue.


  “Then I’ll come back,” Jiang Cheng said at once, without thinking. “I—”


  “Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei interrupted, despite the warmth kindling his heart at the words. “Let’s wait for October 1. School’s just started, and there’s so many things to do. You shouldn’t be absent.”


  Jiang Cheng was quiet. It had been an impulsive response: You can’t come, so I’ll go to you. But as soon as the words left his mouth, even he knew that it wasn’t right.


  Even though it had only been a few days since the school year started, Jiang Cheng could already feel the pressure and the time crunch, viscerally. Zhao Ke had dragged him to the library a few more times over the last couple of days. No matter what time of day they went, it was always packed, all the way until ten p.m., when the library closed.


  Events and seminars were necessary components of integration into school life. If Jiang Cheng wanted to one day treat Gu Fei to eight hundred yuan’s worth of vermicelli with two hundred yuan’s worth of extra meat on top, then he had to start now.


  At least, in theory.


  If they had agreed on October 1 from the start, he wouldn’t have minded so much. But now, with his hopes dashed, he couldn’t help but feel a little hurt. It was a feeling he struggled to justify.


  “All right, then,” Jiang Cheng said after a few moments of silence. “I’ll go back on National Day.”


  “This was all my fault, Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said. “I didn’t think everything through before I said I’d go.”


  “Bullshit,” Jiang Cheng said as a wave of heartache for Gu Fei washed over him. “What does it have to do with you? It was a last-minute plan to begin with, so some unforeseen circumstances are inevitable. Besides, October isn’t so far away.”


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled a little.


  “But you better plan well,” said Jiang Cheng. “Eating, drinking, having fun, and fucking—I want the whole package.”


  “Sure, no problem,” said Gu Fei. “But are you sure you don’t want to reverse the order?”


  “What?” Jiang Cheng was confused.


  “Eat, drink, have fun, and fuck,” Gu Fei said. “Should we perhaps reverse the order?”


  “…Shut up.” Jiang Cheng cracked up, but after a moment of thought, he tutted in agreement. “You’re right. Reverse order it is. Looking forward to your plans.”


  “Okay,” Gu Fei answered.


  “Then…all right, that’s decided.” Jiang Cheng turned and glanced back at his classroom, where he saw Zhao Ke waving at him. “Gotta go. I have to get to class.”


  “Go on,” Gu Fei said.


  “Hurry,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he walked back. “Give me a kiss.” Gu Fei smacked his lips on the other end, and Jiang Cheng grinned in satisfaction. “Mm, loud enough, not bad.”


   


  ***


   


  After their plans fell through, Jiang Cheng didn’t bring it up again or express too much disappointment, but Gu Fei could sense that he was hiding it. Anyone would struggle going from spending every night and day together to not seeing each other for a whole month. It was a drastic change.


  Then again, Jiang Cheng probably wouldn’t have much time to dwell on it anyway. Gu Fei had seen Jiang Cheng’s schedule. In comparison, his own college schedule was much looser—he was practically on vacation.


  After forcing the store onto Liu Li, Gu Fei felt a lot lighter. But while he had more free time, Jiang Cheng was spending all his waking hours between class and the library. His first text of the evening never came until after ten o’clock.


  - why doesn’t it feel any more chill than our third year of high school


  - It’s a badass university, after all.


  - it feels a little scary to be surrounded by overachievers, i feel like a slackity-slacker next to them


  - No way, you had such a high score


  - it’s not about the score, more like, how can these people have such a passion for studying? they’re so disciplined and self-driven and take initiative. i don’t think i ever had that kind of aspiration


  Gu Fei laughed for a few seconds, then sighed. Jiang Cheng really didn’t seem like the kind of person who loved to study—he had to be under pretty immense pressure in an environment like that.


  They chatted until eleven o’clock, when Jiang Cheng went to bed.


  Gu Fei didn’t feel sleepy. He sat on the bed holding his phone, not sure what to do with himself. He’d fallen so far behind Li Yan that he didn’t feel like playing it. Besides, it was no fun to keep playing without Jiang Cheng here to help him catch up.


  He’d been staring into space for a while when the door to his room opened and Gu Miao poked her head in.


  “What are you doing up?” Gu Fei asked quietly.


  Gu Miao didn’t say anything. She walked to his bedside and looked at him.


  “What is it?” Gu Fei lifted her up and set her on the edge of the bed. Gu Miao still didn’t say anything, nor did her face betray any emotions. “Can’t sleep?” Gu Fei asked, smiling. “Sit here for a while. I probably won’t be able to sleep either.”


  Gu Miao braced her hands on the edge of the bed, put her head down, and swung her legs back and forth.


  “Our Er-Miao has grown up. You’ve even developed insomnia, huh?” Gu Fei leaned back against the headboard and pillowed his head on his arms. “Something on your mind?”


  Gu Miao kept kicking her legs for some time before turning to look at him. After a while, she finally said, “Cheng-ge.”


  “Mm-hm, Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei reached out and stroked her head. “Er-Miao misses Cheng-ge, right?”


  Gu Miao looked at him without answering or offering any other reaction.


  “I miss Cheng-ge too.” Gu Fei sighed. “Very, very much. But…we have to wait. Cheng-ge’s very busy now, not like before.”


  Gu Miao couldn’t understand any of this, though she kept looking at him.


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei smiled at her. “Say, what should I do?”


  Gu Miao put her head back down and continued swinging her legs.


  “I always thought that being apart wouldn’t be a big deal. And I’ve thought to myself before that once we’re apart for a long enough time, Cheng-ge and I may just gradually drift apart. After all, he’ll get to know lots of other people—all very good people. He’ll be learning and seeing a lot of new things, and all of that’ll be beyond me. I used to think that if one day he and I don’t have anything to talk about anymore, then that’ll probably be it…but now…”


  Gu Fei took Gu Miao’s hand into his own. 


  “I’m scared. I’m anxious. Cheng-ge’s not going to wait forever. He’ll keep moving forward, Er-Miao, do you understand? He’ll keep going, and I won’t be able to catch up. Do you know what I should do?”


  These words were nothing but air to Gu Miao. Gu Fei knew he was only talking to himself. 


  He really didn’t know how to get through the rest of these days, but one thing was certain—he couldn’t keep his eyes closed any longer.




  Chapter 114


   


  “JIANG CHENG,” Zhao Ke said, patting the edge of his bunk, “we’re going to the library.”


  “You and Qiqi go ahead.” Jiang Cheng was sitting cross-legged on his bed, looking down at his phone. “I’ll be there in a bit.”


  “He’s in a bad mood,” said Zhao Ke. “He went off somewhere to mope.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng glanced at Zhao Ke. Zhang Qiqi’s personality was like his face—naively carefree. What would put a person like that in a bad mood?


  “His English placement test result was lower than he expected,” Zhao Ke explained. “Come on, let’s go to the library. You can just dick around on your phone there if you want. If we get there late, we’ll have to wait for seats again.”


  “He’s upset because of that?” Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment before climbing down from his bunk. “That test isn’t that big of a deal, right? I went into it with zero prep and I’m not even upset.”


  “But you got a higher score than him with zero prep,” Zhao Ke reminded him.


  “…Oh,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I have to be good at something, right? English just happens to be my strong suit.”


  “Well, some people like to keep the pressure on.” Zhao Ke walked out of their dorm room and added, “Lock the door behind you.”


  Jiang Cheng locked the door and walked to the library with Zhao Ke.


  Pressure.


  He felt it too. He didn’t even need to look around at the other people in his class or the senior students; he only needed to look at the three other people in his dorm room to feel it weighing on him.


  They took breaks and went out—for a walk, to eat, to have fun—but they always blocked off large chunks of time for studying.


  Jiang Cheng had never experienced that before. He’d always been the type to cram for a test at the last minute. It took an environment like this to make him start to feel this sense of constant pressure.


  When everyone around him was marching forward, he didn’t dare stop.


  Meanwhile, he was starting to experience a different kind of urgent pressure as well…


  He felt in his pocket for his phone. He had checked his bank accounts just now, and the amount on the card wasn’t as abundant as before. He needed to think about making money.


  Technically, he wouldn’t need to worry about it until next semester…except he knew Gu Fei was well aware of his financial situation. He needed a stream of income before Gu Fei started wiring him money.


  Zhao Ke’s phone rang just then. “Sis?” he said.


  “Hey, you little good-for-nothing—” Zhao Ke’s older sister’s voice rang loudly from the other end. Even from beside him, Jiang Cheng could hear her drawling out his…pet name?


  “What.” Zhao Ke’s answer was calm and flat; he must have been used to this nickname by now.


  Jiang Cheng gave Zhao Ke a little more space and pulled out his own phone, looking down at it as he walked.


  There weren’t any messages from Gu Fei, who was already very familiar with his daily schedule. He usually wouldn’t reach out to Jiang Cheng until after ten o’clock at night. At any other time, it was Jiang Cheng who messaged him first whenever he had a free minute.


  Jiang Cheng still hadn’t gotten used to this kind of life. Still, the initial overwhelming agony and desire to hop right back as if his feet were held over a roasting flame had subsided a little after the first few days. But one addiction he couldn’t quit was looking at photos of Gu Fei every day.


  “I don’t want to go. I can’t stand little girls… Of course, you’re not a little girl, huh? You’re a big girl,” said Zhao Ke. “And by the time you finish grad school, you’ll be an old girl. I think maybe you shouldn’t go for that PhD, you’ll… I really don’t wanna go, I don’t want to tutor, it’s not like I need the money… I don’t need that kind of experience… Maybe you can recommend someone else…”


  “Tutoring?” Jiang Cheng turned to him.


  “Hm?” Zhao Ke looked back at him. “What, you?”


  “Can I?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Okay, wait, my roommate is interested—yeah, his entrance score is in the top three of my year. Why don’t I call you back later?” Zhao Ke hung up and turned to Jiang Cheng. “Are you really interested?”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “What’s so earth-shatteringly important about this tutoring job? Why does it need all these referrals?”


  “It’s for a kid from my sister’s friend’s family, a little girl in her second year of high school. They specifically asked for a student from a top university,” said Zhao Ke. “They pay pretty well. You won’t usually find one that pays so well on your own. If you want it, I’ll let my sister know.”


  “Why not just hire a teacher from a top school if they have the money?” Jiang Cheng couldn’t understand what the parents were thinking.


  “The girl doesn’t want it, of course. She wants someone closer to her age. Her parents dote on her, so they agree to everything she wants,” Zhao Ke explained. “Besides, elite teachers don’t necessarily want to do one-on-one tutoring.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment. “I’ll do it.”


  “I’ll tell my sister,” said Zhao Ke.


  Jiang Cheng felt like it hadn’t sunk in yet. He couldn’t believe his income problem had been solved just like that… Incredible. Zhao Ke sure was a lucky charm—no, Jiang Cheng himself was a lucky charm. Lucky Chengcheng charm.


  “It’s a deal, then. I’ll give you my sister’s number, you can contact her directly.” Zhao Ke forwarded his sister’s contact information to Jiang Cheng. “You sure you have time for all this?”


  “Yep.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the contact card Zhao Ke had sent. The alias he had given his sister was…“an old lady.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “What’s your sister’s name?”


  “Zhao Jin.”


  “Zhao Jing, as in quiet?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Jin,” Zhao Ke repeated.


  “…Jin, as in fun and energetic?” 


  Zhao Ke nodded. “Yeah. It’s wasted on her, since she’s not much fun. She’s only energetic when she’s making fun of me.”


  Jiang Cheng chuckled as he saved Zhao Jin’s number to his phone.


  “Is your allowance not enough to cover expenses?” Zhao Ke asked him.


  “It’s not that.” Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment. “I’m on my own.”


  “Oh.” Zhao Ke glanced at him and didn’t say anything else.


  Jiang Cheng thought about it for a second and realized what he’d said wasn’t entirely accurate. “Well, not on my own exactly. I—”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know, there are two of you,” Zhao Ke cut him off. “Dude, can you guys have some kind of limit with abusing single assholes like me? You don’t need to seize every opportunity you see.”


  Jiang Cheng cracked up and couldn’t stop laughing.


   


  ***


   


  “Tutoring?” Gu Fei was surprised. “Aren’t you pretty busy with school? I thought you just finished that English thing a couple days ago. Don’t you have the College English Level Four Test next semester?”


  “I don’t need to prep for my Level Four,” Jiang Cheng said with his familiar arrogance. “And this tutoring gig doesn’t take up much time. It’s only twice on the weekends.”


  “How much money do you have left in your account?” Gu Fei asked.


  Gu Fei had a pretty good idea of Jiang Cheng’s finances. By his calculations, Jiang Cheng should still have some money left. He was planning to give him some on October 1 from the sum he’d received for the store. He hadn’t expected Jiang Cheng to start working part-time so soon.


  “I’ve still got money,” Jiang Cheng said with a smile. “I’ll get you a big fat red envelope for New Year’s.”


  “Just put yourself in it. That’s enough.”


  “Shameless.” Jiang Cheng cackled. Gu Fei could tell that Jiang Cheng was in a pretty good mood today—probably because there were only a few days left until National Day.


  The thought lifted Gu Fei’s mood too.


  “Have you not gone out to take photos lately?” Jiang Cheng asked him. “What about that collection on the Steelworks?”


  “No, the ones I took before are enough. I’ll work on processing them in the next few days and send it off for them to pick from,” Gu Fei replied. “I’ll be doing more model shoots after the holiday.”


  “I see.” Jiang Cheng thought for a moment, then laughed again. “I’ll buy the ticket tomorrow. Remember to come pick me up.”


  “Okay.” Gu Fei smiled.


  “On your motorcycle,” Jiang Cheng added.


  “Okay.”


   


  ***


   


  As October 1 approached, the days leading up to it were hard to bear, but not impossibly so.


  Gu Fei opened Jiang Cheng’s closet and looked inside. When Jiang Cheng left again, he’d need to take some warm clothes with him. The days were already getting cooler.


  Gu Fei ran his hands over the clothes in the closet and pulled out one of his own jackets. Jiang Cheng had taken two of Gu Fei’s jackets, and out of the ones he wore often, he had only left this one behind. When this one needed to be washed, he would have to wear one of Jiang Cheng’s.


  Just as he was about to hang the jacket back up, the bottom hem brushed against his leg. It felt like there was something in one of the pockets. He reached his hand inside, touching something that felt like an envelope. When he took it out and saw what it was, his face froze in surprise.


  It was a thick red envelope.


  Great Luck and Great Fortune.


  He opened the envelope and pulled out a wad of bills.


  He didn’t need to guess to know this was money that Contestant Jiang Cheng, his boyfriend, had left for him. And perhaps out of worry that Gu Fei wouldn’t accept it, he had delivered it to him with the same method Gu Fei himself had used.


  Gu Fei smiled and counted the money. Even the amount was the same.


  He took a picture of the money and the envelope and sent it to their chat, along with a message he had copied from Jiang Cheng:


  - Thanks boyfriend!


  - mwah mwah, you’re welcome!


  Jiang Cheng’s reply came swiftly, followed immediately by another message.


  - say, don’t you think that Great Luck and Great Fortune is way more heartfelt than wishing me a long life?


  - Super heartfelt!


  Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. He’d been a little out of it that day and had gotten the red envelope from a shelf in their store, all the while thinking he’d grabbed one that said “Great Academic Accomplishment.” It wasn’t until Jiang Cheng sent him a picture that he realized he had grabbed the wrong one.


  - just you wait, i’ll get you an even bigger red envelope one day!


  - Waiting!


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng gave Zhao Jin a call and arranged to start tutoring the high school girl after the National Day holiday. He did, however, have to go and meet the family first in the next few days.


  “I’m not going with you,” Zhao Ke said. “I don’t wanna see my sister. Here, you can give this to her for me.”


  Zhao Jin was in her first year of grad school at PKU. Jiang Cheng stood outside the gates of PKU with the cake Zhao Ke had asked him to bring for Zhao Jin and gave her a call.


  Not long after the call ended, he saw a girl walk out from inside the gates. He could tell from a glance that she was Zhao Ke’s older sister. They looked alike—both tall and fair-skinned. And when he saw the clothes she wore, Jiang Cheng believed for the very first time that Ding Zhuxin’s conceptualist designs really did have a market. It actually looked good on Zhao Jin, too.


  “Jiang Cheng?” Zhao Jin asked, walking up to him.


  “Yep.” Jiang Cheng nodded and handed her the cake. “Zhao Ke asked me to give this to you.”


  “Huh, what the heck?” Zhao Jin opened the box and peered inside. “I heard that you’re the one he’s closest with in your dorm.”


  “Probably,” Jiang Cheng said. It had to be true, since he was the only other one without a girlfriend.


  “How do you even stand him?” Zhao Jin asked, showing him the cake inside the box. “With taste like this? Are you the only two people in your room?”


  Jiang Cheng glanced inside at the surface of the small cake iced with a very ugly drawing of a panda. “He might have…made this himself. He mentioned a few days ago there was a DIY bakery near campus.”


  “Here.” Zhao Jin skipped the fork and took out the cake with her hand, breaking it into two halves and handing him one. “I agreed to meet them at three. We’ll be right on time driving there.”


  Jiang Cheng took a bite of the cake, which tasted all right. “I really appreciate all your help. I can just go there by myself.” 


  “It’s no trouble. One of my seniors is heading that way, so he’ll give us a ride,” Zhao Jin said. “And I can go shopping.”


  “Oh.”


  “Spent all that effort doing my makeup, can’t let it go to waste.”


  “…Ah.” Jiang Cheng nodded.


  A car drove up and stopped beside them.


  “Get in.” Zhao Jin stuffed the cake into her mouth, licked her fingers clean, and climbed into the front passenger seat.


  Jiang Cheng hesitated for a second, then took out a tissue and wiped his fingers before getting into the back.


  “This is Jiang Cheng, my little bro’s friend from school,” Zhao Jin introduced him. “This is my senior, the studdiest of the three superstuds in our program, Xu Xingzhi.”


  Xu Xingzhi sighed. He turned and nodded at Jiang Cheng. “Hello.”


  “Hello, senior,” Jiang Cheng said. “Sorry for the trouble, and thanks for the ride.”


  “It’s on my way,” said Xu Xingzhi.


  It was the first time Jiang Cheng had gone more than half a mile from campus since enrollment day. The view outside the car window was strange to him; he felt like he could blink and get lost. He decided to look up the directions properly once he got back to his dorm.


  The place wasn’t too far, and there wasn’t much traffic along the way. The trip took them just over twenty minutes.


  “We’re here, let’s go.” Zhao Jin opened the car door. “Thanks.”


  “Thank you,” Jiang Cheng said again as he opened the door.


  “You’re welcome.” Xu Xingzhi turned back to face him.


  Only then did Jiang Cheng see his face properly. Xu Xingzhi wore glasses, and he looked… Well, he certainly wasn’t as handsome as Gu Fei. Gu Fei also looked hot whenever he wore glasses. That was a hotness that Jiang Cheng could never tire of admiring.
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  Just judging from their home, he could see that the family hiring him was a rather wealthy one. It was also obvious that they spoiled their daughter—she was quite a brat for her age. After Jiang Cheng arrived, her mother called for her twice without getting an answer; he’d been talking to her parents for more than ten minutes when she finally came out of her room.


  “Do you get really good grades?” the girl asked Jiang Cheng, flopping lazily onto the sofa without so much as a greeting.


  “Depends on who you’re comparing me with,” Jiang Cheng replied.


  “Compared to me,” she said.


  Jiang Cheng couldn’t understand where this girl got her entirely baseless confidence from. He picked up the test papers on the table and flicked them with his fingers. “I have never gotten such a low score in my whole life.”


  The girl blinked, then started laughing out loud in delight. After a while, she finally said, “Is it that low? That’s the highest score I’ve ever gotten.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “It is.”


  “Whatever.” She stood up and walked back to her room, turning to look at her mom before closing the door. “I don’t have a problem with this, but twice a week and no more.”


  “She’s been like this ever since she was little,” her mom said with a content and proud expression on her face. “A real character.”


  “…Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded.


  “I’m just glad she’s willing. I’ve known Zhao Jin for a couple of years now, so I trust the people she recommends,” said the happy mother. “Besides, she said you get better grades than her brother.”


  Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Ah.”


  “Here.” She took out an envelope. “You’ll be paid in advance—this is your first month’s pay. Thank you for your hard work.”


  Jiang Cheng accepted the envelope. “Thanks, Auntie.”


   


  ***


   


  “We…are here,” Gu Fei said, pointing at the map laid out on the table. “Right here. I showed you this before, remember?”


  Gu Miao flopped over the table, looking at the map. The expression on her face indicated that she didn’t really understand.


  “We are here.” Gu Fei drew a circle on the map with a pen, then drew another line along the railroad track. “And Cheng-ge is here.”


  The word “Cheng-ge” briefly caught Gu Miao’s attention; her eyes lingered for a moment on the map.


  “This is a really big map, so you can’t understand it just yet, Er-Miao.” Gu Fei pulled out a map of the city from the drawer and spread it out, pointing with his finger. “Here…is the Steelworks.”


  Gu Miao stared down at it.


  Gu Fei wanted to check whether she was looking at the map or at his finger, so he moved his finger. Gu Miao’s eyes moved with it. He then lifted his finger, and Gu Miao’s gaze quickly shifted up as well.


  Despite feeling a little disappointed, he couldn’t help but be amused at the same time. “What are you, a cat?”


  Gu Miao looked at him and gave a little smile.


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei rested his chin in one hand and looked at her. “Cheng-ge will be back in a few days. Are you glad?”


  Gu Miao nodded.


  “But Cheng-ge has to go back to school, after…one, two, three, four, five,” Gu Fei said, curling up his fingers as he counted. “Not counting the days he arrives and leaves, he will only be here for five days.”


  Gu Miao’s smile vanished.


  “Er-Miao,” Gu Fei continued tentatively. “Cheng-ge went to a place really, really far away, a long way from the Steelworks. He has to keep going, and going, on a train…”


  “No go,” said Gu Miao.


  “He has to go,” said Gu Fei. “Cheng-ge won’t always be here. He has to go. Er-Miao has to go too.”


  Practically as soon as he said it, Gu Miao let out a sharp scream.


  Gu Fei sighed. He didn’t rush to console her; instead, he sat across the table and looked at her. He didn’t know what he could do to make Gu Miao learn how to express herself in the right way. Anger, discontent, fear, anxiety—Gu Miao expressed all of it through screaming.


  At the end of the day, they lived in an underdeveloped place with a lack of professional institutions. The psychiatric department in the hospital here was nothing compared to the ones in the big cities, and it had no systematic treatment protocol when it came to cases like Gu Miao’s.


  But the good thing about those group sessions from before was that she always walked out in a good mood. Even though it wasn’t necessarily a proper, standard program, he still wanted Gu Miao to keep going there. It was a thread of hope, at least, especially since Gu Miao hadn’t been born like this.


  The problem was, it wasn’t cheap. Sending her there long-term would put some strain on him financially. He needed to get his accounts in order.


   


  ***


   


  There were quite a number of students staying on campus over the National Day holiday. To Jiang Cheng’s surprise, he was the only one in his dorm room who was leaving.


  Zhao Ke had a very touching reason: “My goddess isn’t going home.” 


  As for Lu Shi and Zhang Qiqi, their girlfriends were coming to spend time with them and do some sightseeing while they were here. They had both left for the train station first thing in the morning to pick up their significant others.


  Jiang Cheng was excited too, but he controlled himself: He didn’t go with them to the station two hours early just to sit there and wait like an idiot.


  “Do you have a lot of stuff to take back?” Zhao Ke asked. “If you do, my sister can find someone to give you a ride.”


  “Not much, just one bag.” Jiang Cheng remembered the guy who drove them before—Xu Xingzhi. “The senior who gave us a ride last time, was he your sister’s boyfriend?”


  “My sister’s single,” said Zhao Ke. “There is no one in this world, male or female, who can meet her standards. I guess she’s the kind of person who’s celibate because she thinks no one’s good enough for her.”


  “Are there other kinds?” Jiang Cheng asked, laughing.


  “There’s also the kind who’s not good enough for anyone,” said Zhao Ke.


  Jiang Cheng blinked for a moment, then burst out laughing. He was in way too good of a mood. After laughing his fill, he patted his bag and said, “Maybe you can walk with me to the subway.”


  “Nope.” Zhao Ke was decisive in his refusal. “I can walk you to the entrance of our dorm, then I have to go to the library.”


  Jiang Cheng smiled. “All right, let’s go.” 


  After leaving Zhao Ke outside the dorm, Jiang Cheng took out his phone and sent a message to Gu Fei.


  - I’M LEAVING I’M LEAVING I’M LEAVING!


  - ON THE TRAIN YET ON THE TRAIN YET ON THE TRAIN YET?


  - nah, currently running to the subway station with my lorge backpack


  - Got your ID with you?


  - got it got it got it!


  - I’m getting ready to leave for the train station 


  A little surprised, Jiang Cheng immediately gave Gu Fei a call. “You’re leaving now? Even if you were crawling to the station, it wouldn’t take that many hours.”


  “Yeah,” Gu Fei said with a laugh. “Not like I have anything better to do. Er-Miao’s out playing with Li Yan. It makes no difference to me if I wait at home or at the station.”


   


  ***


   


  When Jiang Cheng arrived at the train station, he managed to reach the gate without losing his way. After all, taking Gu Fei to the station last time had left quite an impression in his mind. He sent another message to Gu Fei after he’d taken his seat on the train.


  - i’m like an arrow flying back to youuuuu!


  - Loooooonging for my man’s return!


  Gu Fei had attached a photo with his message that showed him wearing a helmet, looking like he was about to set off for the station on his motorcycle.


  Jiang Cheng stared at the photo for a very long time.


  Back then, when he’d first gotten on that train, heart full of anger and disorientation, he never could’ve imagined that one day his heart would instead be so filled with desperate eagerness to hurry back to that little city.


  Pan Zhi sent him a message dripping with sulky resentment: on the train yet, playboy?


  - i’m sitting down now, we’ll hang out once I get back here


  - yeah right, we’ll see about that. you’re so busy these days you’re practically flying off the ground, and you don’t miss me at all.


  Jiang Cheng put his head down and laughed.


  After enrollment, he had only squeezed out the time to meet Pan Zhi once, to eat out together. To be fair, he wasn’t the only one who was busy. Pan Zhi was busy too, especially since his primary occupation wasn’t studying.


  The train began to move. Jiang Cheng stared out the window and let his thoughts wander. The view outside changed constantly, but he didn’t take any of it in. His mind was entirely preoccupied with Gu Fei. He checked the time on his phone every five minutes on the dot.


  Finally, twenty minutes before arrival, he got up and waited by the door with his bag. When the attendant came to open the door, he almost didn’t want to get out of the way. The second the door finally opened, he was the first one to jump out.


  He called Gu Fei on the phone as he speed-walked. “I’m here! I’m here! I got off the train and I’m walking out now!”


  “I’m waiting by the exit gate,” Gu Fei said. “You’ll see me as soon as you come out.”


  Jiang Cheng walked briskly; after a few steps, he started running.


  The train station was small—the distance between the arrival platform and the exit gate was only a few hundred yards. Even so, as he ran, Jiang Cheng still thought it felt way too fucking far, as though he would never reach the end.


  When he saw the exit gate door, he could no longer hold himself back. He didn’t even bother to look through it as he hollered, “Gu Fei!”


  “Hey! No running!” A member of the station staff guarding the exit pointed at him. “No running inside the station!”


  Someone outside raised a hand and waved. It was Gu Fei.


  When Jiang Cheng sprinted through the door and saw the smile on Gu Fei’s face, a sense of ease washed over him, like he was seeing the sun for the first time in a long time. Swinging his bag behind him and ignoring the crowd all around them, he raced over and threw his arms around Gu Fei.


  “Fuck.” He squeezed hard. “I missed you way too much.”


  Gu Fei hugged him back. “Me too.”




  Chapter 115


   


  A REAL LIVE Gu Fei.


  A real live Gu Fei!


  Live, in front of him, in the flesh! And warm! Warm and fuzzy!


  A Gu Fei that could be touched, could be smelled, and could fill his mouth in one bite!


  After a few weeks at university, Jiang Cheng thought he had gotten used to this life—he no longer missed Gu Fei so much that he couldn’t fall asleep at night; he was no longer reminded of Gu Fei with everything he saw. Surrounded on all sides by bustling overachievers, he couldn’t help but adapt to their hurried pace as well, and eventually, the yearning didn’t feel as crushing as it did before.


  But the moment he saw Gu Fei’s waving arms, he felt a rush of levity; if he got enough of a running start, perhaps he could even fly. 


  Sure enough, now that he was comparing what he viscerally felt in that moment to how he felt at school, he could figure out whether he’d truly adjusted, whether he really was happy.


  Just as he tilted his face to kiss Gu Fei’s cheek, Gu Fei grabbed the back of his head and gave it a little tug. “Cheng-ge, Cheng-ge! Calm down!”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng paused for about two seconds before he regained his senses and awkwardly pushed Gu Fei away. He quickly scanned their surroundings out of the corner of his eye. “Oh, fuck.”


  “Your thirst is kind of shocking.” Gu Fei laughed as he took Jiang Cheng’s bag. “Don’t tell me you were hard the whole way here.”


  “Oh, shut up.” Jiang Cheng laughed. He didn’t move, just stood there and stared at Gu Fei.


  It hadn’t even been a month—not long enough for the buzz cut Gu Fei had gotten before he left to grow out. When he looked at Gu Fei now, though, it felt like it had been a whole year since they’d last seen each other.


  The refreshing feeling of seeing Gu Fei live and in person was impossible to replicate, no matter how good the photos were or how high-definition the video calls. Every little detail was crystal clear in front of him: Gu Fei’s pretty eyebrows, the eyelashes that fluttered when he blinked, the corners of his lips curving up, his own face reflected in Gu Fei’s eyes.


  He’d missed Gu Fei to the point of madness when they couldn’t see each other, but the feeling didn’t go away now that he was here. He still missed him.


  “Shall we go?” Gu Fei came closer and bumped Jiang Cheng’s shoulder with his own. “Wanna eat something first, or do you want to go straight back?”


  “Let’s go back first.” Jiang Cheng didn’t hesitate for a second. “Did you buy condoms and lube?”


  “…Yes.” Gu Fei looked into his face. “Cheng-ge, are you good? Can you hold it in until we get back? It’s about a twenty-minute ride from here.”


  “I can.” Jiang Cheng nodded solemnly. “I can even hold it until after I take a shower.”


  “Let’s go, then.” Gu Fei laughed. He turned and started walking away. “I parked the motorcycle under that tree over there.”


  “You look really good with a helmet on,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “Then I’ll keep it on while I fuck you later.”


  Jiang Cheng whipped his head around and looked at him.


  “What?” Gu Fei laughed.


  “Sure,” Jiang Cheng said. “You can even pull silk stockings over your head while you fuck me—as long as you’re the one doing it.”


  Gu Fei snorted as he slung his arm around Jiang Cheng’s shoulders. “What, what happened to those great aspirations of you fucking me?”


  “That’s on hold for now.” Jiang Cheng sighed and ran his hand over Gu Fei’s side. “To be quite honest, I didn’t really understand until we were apart, but nothing else matters as long as I get to see you right now. To hell with aspirations.”


  Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing.


  The motorcycle wasn’t far. Gu Fei walked over and straddled the seat, put his helmet on, then handed one to Jiang Cheng.


  “Why is yours black,” Jiang Cheng said as he glanced at the helmet in his hands, “and mine red?”


  Gu Fei looked at him. “Because that one is Er-Miao’s helmet, and she picked a red one.”


  “I want the black one,” Jiang Cheng said. “The black one looks cooler.”


  “Cool people look cool no matter what color they’re wearing.” Gu Fei exchanged helmets with him and put on the red one. “What’s cool is the person, not the helmet.”


  Jiang Cheng stared at him.


  It was true—Gu Fei didn’t just look cool when he had an icy expression on his face; he looked cool even when he was smiling with glasses on. He had an innate air about him that was one part roguish, one part lethal, and one part something else.


  No. Not innate. It was honed, sharpened over the years.


  “Get on,” Gu Fei said as he turned on the engine and passed Jiang Cheng’s bag back to him, “cool Chengcheng.”


  Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue.


  “Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei called to him.


  Jiang Cheng slung the bag over his shoulders and climbed onto the back seat, wrapping his arms around Gu Fei’s waist. Gu Fei revved the engine, and the bike shot out.


  There was a teeny-tiny mini-square in front of the train station, mostly ignored by city authorities and thus haphazardly packed with parked cars and food carts. Compared to the train station Jiang Cheng had departed from only a few hours ago, there was no order here; chaos reigned. And yet as he sat on the back seat with his arms around Gu Fei, he didn’t feel an ounce of annoyance or revulsion. On the contrary, he even felt a hint of affectionate familiarity when he looked at them now. No matter how bleak the life or how unkempt the surroundings, they all filled him with affectionate familiarity because of their connection to Gu Fei.


  The street beside the mini-square took them directly to the main road, but Gu Fei chose to cut slowly across the square instead, driving through the disarray of parked cars and carts.


  “Why are we going this way?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  Gu Fei didn’t answer. He rode diagonally across the square and behind the bus stop on the other side. Then, with a roar of the engine, he rode onto the bus stop’s waiting platform.


  “Yikes.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the people on either side jumping out of their way and said quietly, “Watch out, or the traffic cops will come and get you.”




  [image: ]




  Chapter 116


   


  THEY COULD NEVER TIRE of barbecue. Even though he had the same old things every time he went, Jiang Cheng seemed very content.


  Gu Fei watched as Jiang Cheng held up his plates and hovered exclusively between the pork belly, fatty veal, and lamb slices. This was also the reason why Jiang Cheng had no qualms about putting up with Gu Fei’s shoddy cooking for so long—his only requirement was meat. Of course, it’d be nice if it also tasted delicious, but even if it didn’t, he was satisfied as long as he was eating meat.


  When Jiang Cheng turned and glanced back at the table, Gu Fei waved at him.


  Jiang Cheng said something Gu Fei couldn’t hear and pointed at their table.


  Gu Fei looked down and realized that while he’d been busy ogling Jiang Cheng, some of the meat on the grill had burned.


  What amazing eyesight. Gu Fei smiled and picked the meat off the grill. For a guy who practically lived at the library and worked his eyes all day long, Jiang Cheng had amazing vision.


  “I don’t need you to get the food, but how can you get distracted just sitting here and minding the meat?” Jiang Cheng walked over with three stacked plates in one hand and a jug of fruit juice in the other.


  “Not like I was staring at anyone else.” Gu Fei picked up slices of cooked meat and neatly placed them onto Jiang Cheng’s plate. “I was looking at you.”


  “Oh, please.” Jiang Cheng tutted and put his head down to eat.


  Gu Fei continued grilling the meat for him. “Your ass is especially attractive.”


  “Fuck.” Jiang Cheng choked, gave Gu Fei a look, and stuffed another piece of meat in his mouth.


  “Eat, eat away. Then when we go back, you can get a good night’s sleep first,” said Gu Fei.


  “First?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “So you can rest and recharge.” 


  “And then what?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “What do you think?” Gu Fei narrowed his eyes. “Since you no longer have any great aspirations, I’ll have to finish dreaming your dream for you.”


  With meat still hanging from his mouth, Jiang Cheng’s eyes swiftly and nimbly darted around and scanned their surroundings.


  “No need to get nervous—no one can hear us. They wouldn’t understand, anyway.” Gu Fei started laughing. Jiang Cheng’s incredible combination of arrogance and dorkiness never failed to delight him.


  “Whatever.” Jiang Cheng chewed and swallowed the meat in his mouth. “Honestly, I really am down for whatever at this point. Do with me what you will.”


  “Okay.” Gu Fei nodded with a smile.


   


  ***


   


  When Jiang Cheng said “do with me what you will,” Gu Fei hadn’t really thought about what he was going to do. But after the meal, when they put the bike back and were about to take a stroll outside as per their usual post-meal routine, Gu Fei’s mind was flooded with images of all the possibilities. He must have been infected by Jiang Cheng’s horny gremlin energy.


  Jiang Cheng, on the other hand, couldn’t stop yawning the whole time they were out walking. By Gu Fei’s rough estimation, he’d yawned eleven times at the very least. He figured Jiang Cheng hadn’t slept very well in the days leading up to the break, so he had no choice but to bundle up his own wicked thoughts and keep them to himself.


  “You should go back and sleep for a while.” Gu Fei kissed Jiang Cheng’s cheek under the cover of shadow.


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then patted his belly. “It’s pretty much all digested now… I’ve realized that I have no self-control at all when it comes to meat.”


  “Eat away—I won’t resent you if you get fat,” said Gu Fei.


  “I’ll resent myself,” Jiang Cheng said, then glanced at him. “And I’ll resent you if you get fat. I’ll dump you right away. We shallow bitches are cold like that.”


  “Uh-huh,” Gu Fei laughed. “We herbivores don’t gain weight as easily as you carnivores.”


   


  ***


   


  Back at the apartment, Jiang Cheng washed up briefly and flopped onto the bed. Gu Fei leaned against the headboard and chatted with him for less than ten minutes before Jiang Cheng went quiet.


  Gu Fei glanced down to find him fast asleep. He reached down and pressed his finger to the tip of Jiang Cheng’s nose, but it elicited no response. Jiang Cheng didn’t even react with his usual reflexive slap at being touched in his sleep.


  Gu Fei tried calling out to him. “Cheng-ge?”


  There was no reaction.


  “Go ahead and sleep, then.” Gu Fei checked the time on his phone. “I’ll give you…one hour.”


  He wondered if Jiang Cheng could hear him in his dreams—or perhaps he hadn’t started dreaming yet.


  Gu Fei picked up his phone but realized he didn’t have much to do. Though he wasn’t in the mood to play games when Jiang Cheng wasn’t here, he didn’t feel like playing when he was, either—he only wanted to sit there quietly beside him.


  Despite everything, Jiang Cheng’s mood had been affected by Gu Miao’s reaction today; he had looked a little fatigued since before the meal. If he were his usual self, he wouldn’t have slept upon coming back; he would’ve been so pumped with energy that you could mistake him for a stallion that mounts the world, regardless of whether he was the one mounting or being mounted.


  Gu Fei hadn’t expected things to turn out this way. Forget Jiang Cheng, even he was blindsided by Gu Miao’s reaction. Just two days ago, Gu Miao had tried to trace Jiang Cheng’s name on paper, and though she’d filled four whole pages without managing to learn how to write it, Gu Fei knew it was a sign that she missed Jiang Cheng very much.


  The moment she saw Jiang Cheng today, though, her anxiety and unease got the upper hand. Gu Fei was all too familiar with that stiff posture and those cold eyes.


  “Wait till you see what Cheng-ge can do.”


  Hearing Jiang Cheng say that from behind his shoulder had touched Gu Fei and filled him with warmth—as always, Jiang Cheng charged bravely ahead with an indomitable, almost naive resilience. But now that they’d settled down, Gu Fei began to feel a creeping unease.


  He’d always appreciated this innocent conviction from Jiang Cheng; it was something he didn’t have. Sometimes he felt like he had never been innocent in his life.


  And precisely because he didn’t have that innocence, he felt uneasy.


  No matter how much he wanted to be like Jiang Cheng—fearless, looking only at the path he was walking on—he had to admit how difficult that was for him.


  He didn’t know what Jiang Cheng was thinking, or exactly what Cheng-ge could do, but he was terrified that Jiang Cheng would pick Gu Miao up as his own load to bear. If that happened, Jiang Cheng would really be weighed down.


  He wanted Jiang Cheng to enjoy himself in this relationship, to have fun with no reservations, like Wang Xu or Pan Zhi. He wanted him to act like other people their age when they were in love, where the only thing to think about was love itself.


  It didn’t matter that Jiang Cheng was Li Baoguo’s son, or that he’d been born here. Almost twenty years of growing up in an entirely different environment had ensured he didn’t belong in this place. Nothing in this town, whether decaying or flourishing, happy or sad, was ever supposed to have anything to do with him.


  Yet he’d been flung back here. Gu Fei knew better than anyone just how Jiang Cheng had struggled through those initial days of disorientation and volatility in order to arrive at his ironclad conviction by the end.


  Long-distance was a common form of relationship. Some people persisted, others gave up—it was all normal. But having to carry the weight of his boyfriend’s family at the same time as the weight of long-distance yearning… 


  Gu Fei was still spacing out when Jiang Cheng’s hand crept over his belly, startling him. When he glanced over, he realized that Jiang Cheng hadn’t woken up but had reached over out of sheer habit.


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei might have been feeling a little low, but this gesture from Jiang Cheng was undeniably provocative to someone who had been abstinent for the better part of a month. “Are you trying to test me right now?”


  Jiang Cheng was blissfully unaware. Gu Fei didn’t try to keep his voice down, yet Jiang Cheng just pushed his face deeper into the pillow and then stopped moving again.


  Gu Fei hesitated only for a moment before he gently moved Jiang Cheng’s hand away. Then he got out of bed and went to the bathroom to retrieve the necessary tools for the crime.


  “Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei took off his shirt, leaned over the bed, and stared into Jiang Cheng’s face. “This dog-fucker is about to fuck the dog. Do you plan on sleeping through it?”


  Frowning, Jiang Cheng let out a muffled groan. Gu Fei flung back the covers and pulled off Jiang Cheng’s pants in one swift movement, then climbed on top of him.


  “…Mm?” Jiang Cheng groggily opened his eyes a narrow slit.


  “Mm.” Gu Fei kissed him on the cheek, then reached his hand down.


  Despite being dazed from sleep, Jiang Cheng was still at an age when one day away felt like three autumns apart, and one missed tryst felt like three years of unquenched thirst. Jiang Cheng’s desire rose just as quickly as he woke up.


  Gu Fei thought the way Jiang Cheng looked at the moment—dazed but increasingly excited—was more tempting than anything he’d ever seen, from his breathing all the way to the tips of his hair.


  When Gu Fei finally entered, his hands pressing against Jiang Cheng’s lower back, Jiang Cheng let out a very low moan. He reached back to grab Gu Fei’s leg, but Gu Fei took his hand and pinned it down onto the bed.


   


  ***


   


  “This bed’s gonna break soon,” Jiang Cheng said, holding the pillow. His breathing had slowly returned to normal. “Fess up, Gu Fei.”


  “What?” As Gu Fei got out of bed, he pulled the covers over Jiang Cheng’s body.


  “You brought someone else up here for a tumble, didn’t you?” Jiang Cheng’s gaze focused on him from the corner of his eye. “This bed is practically falling apart. It squeaks every time I move a muscle.”


  Gu Fei shot him a glance, but didn’t say anything.


  “Listen.” Jiang Cheng lifted his butt and slammed it down a few times. The bed creaked. “Hear that?”


  “It’s been like that since before you left,” Gu Fei said. “Why don’t you reflect on how we were going at it all day and all night back then?”


  “Before I left?” Jiang Cheng thought about it and laughed. “Shit, really? I didn’t notice.”


  “Want some food?” Gu Fei picked up his phone. “I can order takeout for you.”


  “They deliver this late?” Jiang Cheng asked. “Isn’t it midnight already?”


  “Not eleven o’clock yet. A few places are still open for delivery. What do you want to eat?”


  “Let’s see…” Jiang Cheng rolled over in bed and closed his eyes as he conjured up images. “Grilled wings. The kind with lots and lots of cumin.”


  “Sure.” Gu Fei nodded.


   


  ***


   


  The days of hanging out with the boyfriend were pure bliss—they could do as they pleased, making love, then eating, then sleeping. It was wanton yet calming. Jiang Cheng didn’t even feel anxious when he saw the photos Zhao Ke posted to his WeChat moments when he was studying at the library.


  Normally, whenever one of the other guys went to the library, he’d feel as though he was wasting his youth away if he didn’t go too. But right now, youth was spending time with his boyfriend.


  Just as he had promised, Gu Fei had planned each day of their break very well. The overarching theme, of course, was lovemaking, followed by eating and drinking. There wasn’t really anything fun to do in this place, so aside from eating meat pies at Wang Xu’s place and visiting Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu, all other fun activities pretty much merged into the lovemaking.


  Wang Xu had lost weight all right, and his mom was quite broken up about it.


  “I really didn’t lose weight from all the studying.” Wang Xu closed the door of the private room and set a basket of meat pies on the table, then ladled some lamb soup into a bowl for each of them. “I just pined it all away.”


  “Why don’t you try the studying thing on the side? It won’t take up too much time, and it’ll impress Yi Jing to boot,” Jiang Cheng said, and took a big bite of the meat pie.


  “That won’t necessarily impress her.” Skeptical, Wang Xu pointed at Gu Fei. “Take him, for example—we’re about the same, right? So how did he impress you, huh?”


  Neither Gu Fei nor Jiang Cheng answered. They stared back at him silently and in unison as they ate.


  “What?” Wang Xu was still holding a meat pie in his hand, but he didn’t dare to take a bite. Cautiously, he asked, “Am I wrong?”


  “The fundamental difference between you two is not your grades. If you want to bridge this gap, you’ll have to be a lot more ruthless with yourself,” Jiang Cheng said unhurriedly. “Don’t tell me you don’t know who Yi Jing used to like…”


  “Okay, okay!” Wang Xu slammed on the table and forcibly cut him off. “I got it already. Shush.”


  Gu Fei just smiled.


  “Should we ask Yi Jing to hang out and let off some steam?” Jiang Cheng wondered. “It’s been a while since I saw her.”


  “She won’t come out, especially with you here,” Wang Xu sighed. “Frankly, if it wasn’t for you, she might not have pushed herself so hard. She never got first place again after you arrived here.”


  Jiang Cheng chewed on the pie in silence.


  “There’s still a long way to go,” said Gu Fei. “She might burn out again if she’s already putting so much pressure on herself now.” 


  “This time around is a little better,” Wang Xu said. “She’s learned from experience. I think it’s more that she just doesn’t want to see Jiang Cheng—she’s probably a little embarrassed. She’ll be fine once she gets into a good school.”


  “Then can you pass on a message for me?” Jiang Cheng asked. “Tell her I’m rooting for her, and that I’ll take her out to eat once she gets there.”


  “Sure!” Wang Xu nodded, then continued to look at him expectantly.


  “I’ll take both of you out to eat,” Jiang Cheng amended.


  “Yes, yes, yes!” Wang Xu nodded again happily.


   


  ***


   


  Visiting the teachers, attending a Class Eight gathering, and listening to everyone excitedly relaying their latest life updates—this series of activities took up a whole day of their weeklong holiday. Jiang Cheng somewhat lamented the loss of this day’s time, but he enjoyed himself nonetheless.


  A number of people showed up for the class gathering. Almost everyone was present, aside from the ones who’d gone away for school and wanted to use the break to do some traveling. It was as Lao-Xu said—after the farewell dinner, it would be hard to get everybody together in one place again.


  Jiang Cheng had always had trouble recognizing everyone, and now, two months later, he suddenly felt as if there were a few more unfamiliar faces in the room. He looked at the smiles all around him. Now that he’d embarked on his new life, he felt an affectionate familiarity toward these people he’d passed by during the disorienting eighteenth year of his life.


   


  ***


   


  Months could slip by in an instant, never mind a mere handful of days; that was the nature of time. About halfway through a vacation was when people started feeling anxious. 


  After the gathering with their teachers and classmates, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei didn’t really go out again. They talked, watched TV, or found movies to watch in bed together.


  Gu Fei still ate breakfast with Gu Miao every morning, and he would go home to hang out with her every other evening, only coming back to the apartment after she went to sleep. Jiang Cheng didn’t go with him back home or to the store again. He was a little hurt by Gu Miao’s reaction, but at the same time, he hurt for her. If Gu Miao needed to protect herself, then he would let her be. After all, there were no immediate solutions that would convince her to let down her guard.


  Meanwhile, Gu Fei planned to take Gu Miao back to that therapy class. Jiang Cheng agreed that this was the only viable option for the time being.


  Gu Fei had fewer courses to attend at his school, and he didn’t need to mind the store anymore, so time wasn’t an issue. Only… Gu Fei never mentioned it, but Jiang Cheng knew the cost was steep. It would be a burden for an ordinary working family to bear, never mind Gu Fei, who was only a student.


  Jiang Cheng’s focus swiftly shifted from Gu Miao’s reaction to the cost of the therapy class. He took stock of his finances: If he started tutoring as soon as he returned, how much money could he save up by Lunar New Year?


  “Let’s go out later.” Gu Fei interrupted his train of thought. “I want to buy something warm for you to wear.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “I have clothes.”


  “I know you do. These days, clothes don’t really fall apart with wear, either. The ones you have will probably last you all the way until graduation,” said Gu Fei. “I just want to buy you something, that’s all.”


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Get me a down jacket, then. I’ll wear it all winter.”


  “All right, let’s go.”


  “Let’s get two, couples’ style.” Jiang Cheng got out of bed and pushed Gu Fei up to the full-length mirror so they were standing side by side. “What do you think?”


  Gu Fei nodded. “Sure.”


  Jiang Cheng took out his phone and snapped a photo of their reflection in the mirror. The photos he’d taken in the last few days were practically maxing out his phone storage.


  Since he got packed up and shipped to this place, Jiang Cheng had only gone clothes shopping once. It was when he’d jumped out of Li Baoguo’s window without a jacket and had to buy one the next day.


  All this time, he’d never bought more clothes. He was too lazy to make the trip, and he thought the clothes in this town looked ugly.


  But now, with Gu Fei taking him around the mall, he suddenly thought that it was all acceptable. No matter how ugly any particular piece of clothing was, it would still be something his boyfriend bought him—and it’d be part of a matching pair.


  Even if it looked bad, at least they would look bad together.


  Still, Gu Fei’s taste was on point. There were a few jackets that didn’t look like much on the rack but made a much better impact when they tried them on.


  In the end, they picked out a gray down jacket with no extra embellishments that looked a little dull on the hanger, but turned out quite flattering on them. More importantly, it made their legs look long—a very important point of merit in Jiang Cheng’s eyes.


  He immediately tutted when he took a look at the price tag, though. “So expensive.”


  “Not like it’s an everyday purchase,” said Gu Fei. “But it’s something you can wear every day. It can last three years no problem, and if you spread out the cost per day…”


  “Okay, okay, okay.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “This one it is.”


  By the time they brought the new clothes back to the apartment, he suddenly felt a little glum again. As he watched Gu Fei pack the suitcase for him, filling it with cold weather clothes, he didn’t even feel like talking anymore. He sat there in silence, staring at Gu Fei’s back and spacing out.


  What the hell kind of vacation was this? It was over before it had even started.


  After this, there would be no more vacations until Lunar New Year. October, November, December, January… 


  When is Lunar New Year this year?


  When does winter break start?


  “Don’t worry about getting up tomorrow morning. I’ll wake you when it’s time,” Gu Fei said as he flattened the clothes in the suitcase. “I’ll bring breakfast too, after I go home to check on Gu Miao. What do you want to eat?”


  “Mm.”


  Gu Fei turned and glanced at him. “I’m asking you—what do you want to eat for breakfast?”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Mm.”


  “Have I fucked your brains out?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng nodded again.


  “Jiang Cheng!” Gu Fei raised his voice.


  “Hey!” Jiang Cheng was so startled he hopped a little from his perch on the edge of the bed. He looked up at Gu Fei and glared. “What?!”


  “What do you want to eat for breakfast tomorrow?” Gu Fei repeated with a smile.


  Jiang Cheng thought about it briefly. “Lamb vermicelli.”


  “Sure, I’ll go get the takeout.” Gu Fei reached out and stroked Jiang Cheng’s leg. “It’s only a few months—not that long at all. We only need to turn on the phone to see each other.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng gave him a strained smile.


  That’s right. Only a few months.


  It’s only a few months.


  If they were to go by months, he and Gu Fei had only been together for “a few months” several times over, but it already felt like forever. And the fact that they’d been together for so long was the whole reason he couldn’t bear even a moment of separation.


  So by that logic, a few months…was a very long time.


  Almost as if by habit, the kind of habit formed after only a couple of times, neither of them was able to fall asleep the night before Jiang Cheng’s departure. There were only a few hours left; it would be a waste to sleep through it. If they kept their eyes open the whole time, even without speaking, they would at least know the other person was right by their side.


  They held hands through the night, arm pressed against arm, close enough that each could hold the other just by rolling to one side.


  When the sun came up, the alarm on Gu Fei’s phone sounded.


  Chirp.


  Jiang Cheng burst out laughing. “What’s the point of an alarm like that?”


  “What’s important is that I can hear it,” said Gu Fei. “I was mostly concerned about waking you. Who knew you’d stay up all night?”


  “How did you expect me to sleep?” Jiang Cheng rolled over, put his arms around Gu Fei, and rubbed against him. “Are you going home now?”


  “Yeah,” Gu Fei said. “You should sleep for a bit. It’ll take about half an hour for me to go home and then go get the lamb vermicelli. I’ll wake you when I’m back.”


  “I’ll go with you.” Jiang Cheng sat up in bed.


  “Huh?” Gu Fei blinked.


  “Er-Miao doesn’t want to see me, so I won’t go up. I’ll just wait for you downstairs,” Jiang Cheng said. “Then we can go eat vermicelli together. No need to get takeout.”


  “…All right.” Gu Fei leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.


  In the hours before Jiang Cheng was due to board the train, he kept track of practically every second. Compared to when he left for registration the last time, this brief reunion only made the parting even harder.


  It was the same for Gu Fei. After spending some time with Gu Miao through breakfast, he practically bolted down the stairs. As he dashed out of the stairwell, he tripped and stumbled the rest of the way onto the sidewalk until Jiang Cheng leaped forward to stop him.


  “Holy shit,” Gu Fei giggled. “I’ve never embarrassed myself like this in my life. If you hadn’t stopped me, I probably would’ve rolled right into the street and fallen over.”


  Jiang Cheng had been laughing from the moment Gu Fei tripped; by now, his cheeks were sore. “And to think that this is the Young Tyrant of the Steelworks.”


  “All right, c’mon,” Gu Fei said, laughing too. “Let’s go get some vermicelli.”


  The noodles were the same exorbitant price as last time. Jiang Cheng paid for it and added five yuan’s worth of extra lamb for each of them.


  “I feel like not even eight hundred yuan of vermicelli can satisfy my wrath.” Jiang Cheng glowered as he ate. “One of these days, I’m gonna take over this place and turn it into a meat pie shop!”


  “You have my full support.” Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up.


  After breakfast, they went back and retrieved Jiang Cheng’s suitcase, then took a taxi to the train station. They timed their arrival almost down to the minute, all to avoid a tearful goodbye at the gate.


  “I’m just going to head right in,” Jiang Cheng said. “You should go home and sleep. I’ll be sleeping on the train.”


  “Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “Text me when you get there.”


  They were more practiced this time around than the last time they’d said goodbye. But unlike when he sent Gu Fei off at the station before, Jiang Cheng didn’t mention not turning back again—he simply walked backward through the gate.


  Through the gate. Onto the train. Sit down.


  Text Gu Fei.


  Jiang Cheng tried hard to compose himself. He needed to get used to this kind of reunion and parting, and quickly. It was a scene that would play out over and over again for the foreseeable future.


  As the train started moving, he got a message from Pan Zhi.


  - the train’s leaving now, right?


  - it just did, excellent timing 


  - no shit, I’m THE most civil person, and I never come in the way of lovers saying their goodbyes. I’ll pick you up later


  - nothing to do today huh?


  - Gramps! school starts tomorrow! if we don’t see each other today, I feel like you really will keep me away until New Year’s!


  Jiang Cheng laughed out loud at his phone.


  - I won’t. can I reserve you for Sunday morning? come to the hospital with me


  - to abort the baby?


  - shut up, I want to consult a psychiatrist about Gu Miao’s condition


  - sure, I got time. what a model boyfriend you are




  “When have you ever seen a traffic cop around here unless there was an accident?” Gu Fei said as he took the bike forward. When they came to the end of the platform, he put his foot on a stone post. “Look, Cheng-ge. Here.”


  “You…” Jiang Cheng started laughing. This was where he’d once sat as he waited for the guy whose little sister had been taken out by the kidnapper to come and piece her back together. He looked down at the ground, at the spot where Gu Miao had written her name. But of course, there was no trace of it left.


  “What was your first impression of me?” Gu Fei rode the bike off of the platform and joined the stream of traffic flowing in the direction of the Steelworks. 


  “This guy’s got real long legs,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “Really?” Gu Fei turned to him with a smile.


  “Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Hurry up and gloat about it, Longlegs.”


   


  ***


   


  He’d only been away for a month, yet when Jiang Cheng watched the scenery fly by from the back seat of Gu Fei’s bike, it felt like ages had passed.


  Perhaps that was true. After all, it had been almost two years since he first arrived here. Two years wasn’t a massive portion of the nineteen years he’d lived, but his experiences in those two years now occupied almost all the space in his memory.


  Jiang Cheng leaned forward a little and tugged Gu Fei’s collar open.


  “Hey.” Gu Fei turned his head slightly. “Didn’t you just say you could hold it until we get back, even until after you take a shower? It’s been less than five minutes and already you’re trying to tear my clothes off.”


  “I’m checking out my bite mark.” Jiang Cheng stroked the tattoo on Gu Fei’s collarbone. “I’m surprised you didn’t get tanned from boot camp. The tattoo is still so clear.”


  “Our training only lasted three days,” Gu Fei said. “It didn’t even add up to eight hours. I got less sun in three days than I normally do in a single outdoor photoshoot.”


  “Oh, hey,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh, “let’s go check out your school tomorrow. I’ve never even gone in.”


  “My school?” Gu Fei hesitated. “What’s there to see? Now that you’ve seen U of R, you’ll just be disappointed.”


  “Nah,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just wanted to see the places you walk by every day and where you sit.”


  “All right then.” Gu Fei smiled. “We can go tomorrow…and get meat pies for lunch after. Wang Xu’s been asking. He told us to go as soon as you come back.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure, and we can visit Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu together.”


  “Okay,” Gu Fei agreed.


  “Is Wang Xu repeating the year with Yi Jing?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I hardly ever see his WeChat Moments anymore.” 


  “Yeah. Yi Jing is burning herself out again. I don’t know if Wang Xu is crushing himself studying too, but he certainly is crushing himself to keep her company. Last time I saw him, the guy had even lost weight.”


  Jiang Cheng smiled. He didn’t say anything else, just rested his chin on Gu Fei’s shoulder and closed his eyes.


  The wind was a little brisk, enough to pierce through his clothes. It nipped Jiang Cheng’s ears, crisp and autumnal as it breezed past, yet his chest and belly felt warm pressed against Gu Fei’s back.


  This kind of warmth within a slight chill was especially pleasant to his senses.


   


  ***


   


  They soon arrived back in the Steelworks area. Jiang Cheng opened his eyes. He felt a little wistful seeing the streets that still looked the same a month later. It would probably still be the same even years from now.


  When they passed by the convenience store, Jiang Cheng glanced inside and was surprised to see Ponytail Guy there.


  “Huh? Why is Ponytail Guy in your store?” he asked.


  “It’s not my store anymore,” said Gu Fei. “It’s his store now. I sold it to him.”


  “How come you never mentioned it?” Jiang Cheng blinked. “How much did you sell it for?”


  “Thirty thousand.”


  “What the…?” Jiang Cheng was a little stunned. The image of Gu Fei wielding a metal bat as he forced thirty thousand yuan out of Ponytail Guy’s hands flashed through his mind. “Be honest, Gu Fei, did you beat him up?”


  “It was a forced deal, but I didn’t have to kick his ass. It’s good that the store is in his hands now. This way I don’t have to keep manning the checkout every day.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng put his head down and nudged it against Gu Fei’s shoulder.


  When the two of them arrived back at Jiang Cheng’s building, they ran into the landlady coming out for a stroll. As soon as she saw them, she called out loudly, “Hey there, Number One Scholar, you’re back, huh?”


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng gave her a smile.


  “You’re on holiday, right?” the landlady asked.


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yep, for National Day.”


  “That’s good, that’s good. It must be tiring, though, coming all this way just to go back to school a few days later.”


  “It’s all right,” said Jiang Cheng.


  As they walked into the building, he sighed. It was true that he had to leave in only a few days. After this holiday, he wouldn’t be able to come back until just before New Year’s. He dared not think about how long that was. A few months? How many days is that?


  As he walked up the stairs, however, a familiar feeling rapidly spread through him. As he followed Gu Fei up one step at a time, it felt as though he’d returned to the time when they came back together after school every day.


  Jiang Cheng smelled a faint lemony scent as they opened the door to the apartment. It was a habit of Gu Fei’s to spray the place with diluted lemon juice after tidying. He said it made the place smell clean.


  “Looks like nothing’s changed at all,” Jiang Cheng said after looking all around the apartment.


  Gu Fei smiled. “It’s barely been three weeks—what could’ve changed?”


  Jiang Cheng pulled Gu Fei into his arms, staring intently for a few moments before leaning in for a kiss.


  It was the gentlest of touches, brushing ever so lightly back and forth, followed by the tip of his tongue sweeping over Gu Fei’s lips. The desire and longing within him intermingled, slowly spreading through his skin.


  Jiang Cheng had thought he would be ravenous. During his time away, he had conjured up countless scenes of him and Gu Fei rolling around between the sheets, every one suffused with intense desperation. But now—now that he could really touch and hold and kiss Gu Fei—all of those wild imaginings fell away. In this moment, he wanted nothing more than to exist between Gu Fei’s lips, to slowly and meticulously savor his every breath.


  Gu Fei’s response was just as tender, despite the hunger in the swirl of his tongue. Like Jiang Cheng, he savored the moment so carefully, it was as if this one kiss had brought time itself to a standstill.


  That was, until Gu Fei said into Jiang Cheng’s ear, “Shower?”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei. “Together?”


  Gu Fei looked back at him. “Yeah.”


  They quietly held each other’s gaze for a few seconds before turning at the same time and racing toward the bathroom. Jiang Cheng got there first. He reached out and turned on the showerhead immediately.


  “Hey!” Gu Fei shouted from behind him.


  “Ah, ah! Fuck!” The cold water spraying out shocked Jiang Cheng so much that he almost fell back against the wall.


  “You didn’t turn the water heater on!” Gu Fei leaned over and turned off the tap.


  With one swift motion, Jiang Cheng yanked his own shirt off and tossed it onto the floor. Before Gu Fei could turn around, Jiang Cheng lunged over and grabbed him, biting down on his shoulder as he kicked his own pants off.


  “Hey.” Gu Fei started laughing when Jiang Cheng slid a hand into his pants. “Weren’t you pretty calm just now?”


  “That was then.” Jiang Cheng managed to squeeze out a reply between his frenzied nibbles. “But I’ve awakened now. Spring has sprung!”


  Gu Fei grabbed Jiang Cheng’s arm and turned around, running his hands all over Jiang Cheng’s body before reaching back and turning the showerhead on again. By the time steam slowly filled the room, their panting breaths were almost loud enough to drown out the sound of the running water.


  “Go get the lube.” Jiang Cheng had both his arms wrapped around Gu Fei’s body, one leg sliding up and down the back of Gu Fei’s thigh. Despite what he said, his arms and leg showed no sign of releasing Gu Fei.


  Gu Fei didn’t move to untangle him either—he just reached past Jiang Cheng. A few seconds later, Jiang Cheng felt his slightly cold fingertips slipping down below.


  “What the fuck? You keep that stuff in the bathroom?” Jiang Cheng gasped.


  “Mm-hmm.” Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s shoulders and turned him around, pushing him against the tiles before pressing up and licking his earlobe. “I know you. There was no way you were gonna hold it until after the shower.”


  The almost scalding drops of water rained down over Jiang Cheng’s face and body, each drop like a little bud of lust blooming on his skin.


  “You—” Before Jiang Cheng could get out what he wanted to say, Gu Fei grabbed his hips and jerked them backward.


  Jiang Cheng’s hands were on the wall, his eyes obscured by the white cloud of mist, his ears filled with the scattering sounds of water. The only clear sensations were Gu Fei’s hands on his body and the familiar pleasure of penetration, making him tighten every muscle in his body.


   


  ***


   


  “Did you change the sheets recently?” Jiang Cheng asked, lying belly-down over the pillow as he flicked his fingers against the sheets.


  “Mm.” Gu Fei opened Jiang Cheng’s bag, pulled out a set of clothes, and tossed it onto him. “Put these on, or you’ll catch a cold.”


  “I’m not gonna catch a cold.” Jiang Cheng rolled over, sat up slowly, and picked a shirt to put on. “I feel warm all over right now, like I just ran five miles.”


  “You must be pretty fit these days.” Gu Fei leaned over the edge of the bed and kissed him on the cheek. “Didn’t you say before that you were going running with Zhao Ke? How long did that last?”


  “Three days.” Jiang Cheng broke into giggles. “I couldn’t get up in the morning. But apart from Zhao Ke, I was the one who kept up with it the longest. Lu Shi gave up after two days, and Mr. Zhang Qiqi never successfully got up even once.”


  “You should start again when you go back,” said Gu Fei. “It seems like you guys are pretty intense about studying. It’ll be easy for you to get sick if you don’t stay in shape.”


  “It’s all right, actually. Most first-years haven’t really gotten into the flow of studying yet.” Jiang Cheng pulled Gu Fei onto the bed to lie beside him. “Those senior students, though? They’re really on the grind.”


  “Can you really keep up with tutoring on the side? I totally didn’t expect you to get a part-time job.”


  “You seem to have the impression that I’m all delicate and sheltered, huh?” Jiang Cheng tutted. “I’m actually pretty good at toughing it out. Besides, tutoring is only twice a week. Lots of my classmates are working on the side. One even arrived two weeks before the first day of school and started working as soon as he got there. These are all badasses.”


  Gu Fei smiled as he smoothed his hand over Jiang Cheng’s back. “I just feel for you.”


  “I feel for you too,” Jiang Cheng said. “But I don’t tell you not to take on any jobs.”


  Lying in bed, Jiang Cheng’s arms around Gu Fei, they drifted in and out of conversation. They talked every day when Jiang Cheng was at school, too—through texts, voice messages, phone calls, and even the occasional video chat. But those forms of communication only treated the symptoms, not the root cause. Seeing each other digitally was like looking at an image of a distant well when you were dying of thirst.


  Jiang Cheng only felt quenched when he held Gu Fei in his arms—when he could feel the warmth of his body, the beat of his heart, the vibration in his chest when he spoke…and the rumbling of his stomach.


  “Your stomach is calling.” Jiang Cheng giggled as he smacked Gu Fei’s belly. “Listen to the echo. It must be totally empty in there.”


  “Uh-huh,” Gu Fei said. “I’ve come to realize how shameless you are. Your stomach has been going off for at least four whole bars, and I never said a thing. But you mock me as soon as mine makes a sound.”


  “Your stomach sounds cuter than mine,” Jiang Cheng said, kneading Gu Fei’s belly. It felt very good to the touch, taut yet supple. His abs were gorgeously outlined when he contracted his muscles, and soft with no flab when he was relaxed… Rolling over, Jiang Cheng leaned into it. Just as he was about to take a bite, Gu Fei’s finger flicked the bridge of his nose with a thwack.


  It was a rather hard flick. Jiang Cheng felt a sore twinge rush up into his nose. He turned and sneezed. “Fuck, why did you hit so hard?!”


  “If I didn’t, you’d only bite down even harder.” Gu Fei grabbed the covers and pulled them over Jiang Cheng. “Told you to put your clothes on earlier and you wouldn’t listen. Look who’s sneezing now!”


  “Please, I sneezed because you flicked me!” Jiang Cheng side-eyed him.


  “You hungry, boyfriend?” Gu Fei checked the time on his phone. “Whoa, no wonder I was so hungry.”


  Jiang Cheng leaned over to take a look and was instantly taken aback. 


  Neither of them had eaten lunch today. After coming back from the train station and throwing themselves straight into action, they’d gone straight to snuggling on the bed and chatting. They lost track of time as they talked; suddenly, it was already five o’clock.


  “Should we take Er-Miao for barbecue?” Jiang Cheng suggested.


  “Okay.” Gu Fei nodded. “I’ll ask Li Yan if he’s brought her back yet.”


   


  ***


   


  Li Yan had already taken her back to the store. As Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei rolled up, Jiang Cheng could see Gu Miao playing outside on her skateboard from a distance.


  He’d certainly missed Gu Fei, but when he saw Gu Miao there, Jiang Cheng realized that he’d missed her a lot too. Seeing the haughty little girl jumping into the air with her skateboard, he couldn’t keep the grin from spreading across his face.


  “Her hair’s grown longer,” he said.


  “Yeah, I’m going to get Style Master Li to fix it up. He wanted to give her some curls this time.” Gu Fei parked his motorcycle before letting out a loud whistle in Gu Miao’s direction.


  With her back to them, Gu Miao suddenly stopped in her tracks. She spun in place on her skateboard, then swiftly flew over to them.


  “Er-Miao!” Jiang Cheng called out, opening his arms.


  Gu Miao had been looking down this whole time. When she heard his voice, she suddenly whipped her head up. But the next second, she braked hard and stopped about six yards away.


  “Er-Miao!” Jiang Cheng grinned and called out to her again.


  Gu Miao looked at him. Her expression of excitement when she first saw him only persisted for a few short seconds before it cooled down again.


  “Er-Miao, Cheng-ge is back.” Gu Fei walked over to her and pointed at Jiang Cheng. “It’s Cheng-ge, remember? Didn’t you miss him a lot?”


  Still, Gu Miao stared at Jiang Cheng, expressionless.


  “What’s the matter?” Jiang Cheng was confused. He also stood still, not daring to take another step toward her.


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei crouched down and looked at her. “Why won’t you answer Cheng-ge?” Gu Miao didn’t react. Gu Fei squeezed her arm before letting out a quiet sigh. “Go on inside then.”


  Gu Miao stared at Jiang Cheng for a few more seconds, then kicked her skateboard up into her hands and turned back into the store.


  “What’s wrong?” Jiang Cheng asked, a little upset. Gu Miao was a part of the homesickness he felt too. She was Gu Fei’s little sister, his cherished and protected little sister. Jiang Cheng liked Gu Miao. He felt happy and light whenever Gu Miao smiled at him and played with him.


  But the moment he’d been anticipating didn’t materialize; the scene of Gu Miao flying toward him with a big smile on her face, giving him a snap and a thumbs-up, didn’t play out. The coldness in her eyes made him feel terrible.


  “Let’s go get barbecue.” Gu Fei came over and patted him gently on the cheek. “Cheng-ge.”


  “What’s the matter with her?” Jiang Cheng asked with furrowed brows. “Why won’t she respond to me anymore?”


  “It might be…” Gu Fei sighed. “It might be because she knows you’ll go away for a long time again.”


  “Is she angry?” Jiang Cheng asked. “Is she angry with me?” 


  “She’s not angry.” Gu Fei turned and glanced back into the store. “She’s just…protecting herself.”


  Jiang Cheng was quiet. After a long pause, he turned and walked back to the motorcycle.


  Of course. Self-preservation. She was afraid of loss, so it was better not to want anything in the first place.


  He watched as Gu Fei slowly strolled up to him. Gu Fei knew Gu Miao well—rather, he knew himself well. After all, the old Gu Fei had protected himself in the same way, more or less. When Gu Fei got onto the bike and handed the helmet to him, Jiang Cheng climbed onto the back seat and clutched Gu Fei tight.


  There was so little he could do. When he saw Gu Miao’s reaction, that profound sense of helplessness still rose up from within him. But he knew that he had a direction now—a way of helping Gu Fei in his struggle. He’d already made the first step, and there was nothing stopping him from continuing, one foot in front of the other.


  “It’s okay,” Jiang Cheng whispered into Gu Fei’s ear. “Wait till you see what Cheng-ge can do.”




  Chapter 117


   


  MAYBE HE REALLY WAS GETTING better at goodbyes, or maybe it was just that he hadn’t slept the night before—especially after overexerting himself carnally over the past few days—but not long after texting Pan Zhi and exchanging a few messages with Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng fell fast asleep with his arms around his bag.


  The woman beside him had to prod him a few times to wake him up, and he hopped straight up into a standing position, still hugging his bag close.


  “Whoa!” The woman was so startled by his reaction she almost splatted into the aisle. “Young man! You’re gonna scare people to death, springing up like that!”


  “Sorry, I was out cold.” Jiang Cheng quickly felt around his face to check that there was no sign of drool before sitting back down.


  “No kidding. We’re almost there—if I didn’t wake you, were you planning on taking this train back again?” said the woman.


  Yeah.


  Jiang Cheng smiled. It wouldn’t be so bad if the train took him back. He could imagine the pleasant surprise he’d feel the moment his eyes opened…


  There were many messages on his phone, one of them from Gu Fei.


  - I’m going to sleep now, boyfriend.


  Jiang Cheng checked the timestamp. It’d been sent about two hours after the train departed. Gu Fei must’ve gone back to play with Gu Miao for a while before taking his nap.


  He would be sleeping pretty soundly right about now, Jiang Cheng thought. He hesitated. He didn’t want his message to interrupt Gu Fei’s sleep, but at the same time, he worried that Gu Fei wouldn’t be able to sleep soundly because he was waiting for his message.


  Finally, he sent it.


  - i’m here, Pan Zhi is picking me up, no need to reply to this, sleep well


  - Mm


  Gu Fei replied anyway, and within seconds at that. He really was sleeping lightly…or maybe he hadn’t slept at all. Jiang Cheng smiled to himself, then started reading the other messages.


  They were all from Pan Zhi.


  - where are you now, Gramps


  - almost here?


  - where are youuu? is your phone battery dead?


  - no signal?


  - scumbag playboiii


  - earth to Jiang Cheng, where’s your fucking humanity?!!


  - i’m terminating our friendship!


  - no need to reply, we’re breaking up. go back to campus on your own, and you can go by yourself to get rid of the baby next week too! don’t contact me again!


  Jiang Cheng laughed as he read through them, then gave Pan Zhi a call.


  Pan Zhi picked up and said, very politely, “Hello.”


  “Grandson,” Jiang Cheng said, laughing. “I’m arriving in about ten minutes.”


  “There is no grandson here, sir. May I ask who you’re looking for? Perhaps you dialed the wrong number?”


  “I’m looking for Pan An, the most handsome, most poised, and most fabulously hunky Pan in the world.”


  “Shit,” Pan Zhi said. “So now you want to butter me up? Are you afraid you’ll get lost trying to go back by yourself, you directionally challenged man?!”


  “I was sleeping just now,” Jiang Cheng told him. “I fell asleep as soon as I got on the train.”


  “Check your pocket. Are your wallet and phone still there?” Pan Zhi asked immediately.


  “Yep,” Jiang Cheng said even as he patted his pockets self-consciously. His wallet was in his pocket, but… He checked again. “Shit, where’s my—?”


  “Your phone is in your fucking hand, you moron!” 


  “Son of a—! You set me up, huh?” Jiang Cheng burst out laughing at the barrage of insults.


  “Yep! Sorry for being so transparent!” 


  “I’m getting off soon.” Jiang Cheng glanced out the window. “We’re arriving at the station. Which exit are you at?”


  “Don’t you worry about which exit, you won’t be able to find it even if I tell you. I’m standing at the gate where I picked you guys up last time. I’m the guy standing right in the center—the most handsome and dashing one. You should be able to spot me with one glance.”


  “…Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng said before hanging up.


  The train stopped, but Jiang Cheng didn’t move. He watched as the other passengers in the carriage disembarked one by one before walking past on the other side of his window.


  The carriage eventually emptied; only then did he stand up and slowly walk out. Indeed, it was easy to spot Pan Zhi, who always dressed like a foreigner on the cutting edge of fashion.


  Jiang Cheng waved at him, but Pan Zhi only stood there with his arms folded, unmoving. It wasn’t until Jiang Cheng was right in front of him that he finally spoke. 


  “And here I was thinking you got lost as soon as you stepped off the train. Why didn’t you just wait to come out with the passengers on the next train?!”


  “Ah, you still mad, sir?” Jiang Cheng said.


  “It’s the dryness in the autumn air fueling my temper.” Pan Zhi backed up a step and looked him up and down. “You don’t look too bad. Did your trip give you the urge to take a gap year to spend time with your lover?”


  “No,” Jiang Cheng said. “Do I look like that kind of person? My goal is very clear.”


  “What goal?” 


  “One you can never achieve.”


  “Fuck.”


  Study hard. Make money. And hope or no hope, hold on to Gu Fei and never let go. Find a good doctor for Gu Miao… Despite there being very little for himself in these goals, it was all the same to him.


  With Pan Zhi dragging him along, he didn’t get to go back to campus. They went out to eat first.


  It had been a long time since he and Pan Zhi sat down like this to eat and chat. Jiang Cheng missed those days when they used to ramble on about nothing in particular, or simply sit quietly together once they ran out of things to ramble about. Sometimes, they just lounged around on their phones.


  There was certainly no pressure weighing on him back then. Other than the occasional last-minute cramming before a final exam, most days had been carefree. He’d skipped class whenever he felt like it and got into fights whenever he wanted to…


  Now, aside from the academic pressure, his apprehension about the uncertainty of the future and his anticipation for an unforeseeable hope all weighed down on his shoulders. It didn’t feel like much when he wasn’t actively focusing on it, but he felt its crushing weight whenever he paused to think.


  “Did you tell Gu Fei about you consulting doctors?” Pan Zhi asked.


  “Not yet.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Why?”


  “Don’t mention it just yet. Wait until you get a definite answer and a firm plan before you tell him,” Pan Zhi said. “Even it’s clear what condition it is, a doctor might not be able to come up with a treatment plan when they’re so far away from the patient, especially when it’s a mental condition like this. If it turns out there’s nothing they can do, wouldn’t that be more disappointing for Gu Fei?”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He’d considered this already, which was why even though he’d spent the week thinking about it, he’d never brought it up to Gu Fei.


  “I’m glad you’re my friend.” Jiang Cheng extended his hand to Pan Zhi. “Thank you for considering all this for me.”


  “You’re welcome.” Pan Zhi shook his hand. “After all, I have the invisible red neckerchief of a boy scout around my neck.”


  Jiang Cheng took a little box out of his bag—a gift for Pan Zhi he’d made when he and Gu Fei went shopping together. There was a DIY polymer clay shop beside the fuse beads store. They’d gone in and made two little flowers and a five-pointed star for Pan Zhi.


  Pan Zhi cracked up as soon as he opened the box. “How creative of you, Gramps.”


  “There’s nothing you don’t have already, anyway,” said Jiang Cheng. “It’s not like I can gift you a girlfriend.”


  “Just you wait.” Pan Zhi carefully put the box away. “I’m bringing a girlfriend home for New Year’s this time, and I’ll run her by you before that.”


  “The staccato receptionist?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  Pan Zhi blinked at him. “Staccato? Receptionist? Who?”


  “Amazing.” Jiang Cheng clasped his hands together at him in a salute.


  Occasionally he found himself envying Pan Zhi, who could walk through a field of fragrant flowers and still come out unscented. And even when he occasionally got stung by a bee, he never let it get to him.


  Perhaps it’d been way too long since they last sat down and talked like this. The two of them chatted as they ate, and they kept talking even after they’d finished all the food. Eventually, Pan Zhi waved the server over and said, “Can we see the menu again? I want to add a couple more dishes.”


  “More?” Jiang Cheng was surprised.


  Instead of answering, Pan Zhi took the menu with one hand and held up his phone with the other for Jiang Cheng to see. “It’s dinnertime.”


  “…Wow. Damn,” Jiang Cheng said with utmost sincerity.


  Gu Fei had been quiet in their chat, so he hadn’t been paying attention to the time. Now that he thought about it, Gu Fei must’ve passed out.


  For the past few days Gu Fei had labored tirelessly, taking up the mantle of Jiang Cheng’s unfulfilled aspirations. Jiang Cheng figured he must be exhausted.


  It wasn’t just Gu Fei. Jiang Cheng’s legs felt sore, and his lower back did too… He seriously considered resuming those morning jogs with Zhao Ke, if only for the sake of bettering his sex life.


  Halfway through dinner with Pan Zhi, he finally received a message from Gu Fei.


  - Good morning, boyfriend.


  - did you sleep well, boyfriend?


  - The more I slept, the more I wanted to keep sleeping, so I’m making myself get up to eat before I go back to sleep


  - I’m eating too. been sitting here with Pan Zhi and eating nonstop since lunchtime


  - …Not a bad idea, saves you the cost of another set of utensils


  - lmao yep! you should go eat now, then back to sleep


  - Kk


  When he and Pan Zhi finally walked out of the restaurant rubbing their bellies, he got another message from Gu Fei.


  - I’m going back to sleep now.


  - mm, do you feel like there’s no bullets left in your chamber?


  - Yeah. I feel like I’ll shoot blanks if I jack off now


  - jeez, watch your language!


  - I really am going to sleep now.


  - kk gnight, boyfriend


  - Goodnight, babe


  - babe


  “I’ll take you back to campus.” Pan Zhi handed him two pieces of gum. “I’m worried you won’t know the way.”


  “I’m really not that bad at directions.” Jiang Cheng sighed and put the gum in his mouth.


  “Then tell me, which way is the subway entrance?” Pan Zhi looked at him.


  Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment before pointing to the right. “Up ahead.”


  “That’s not ahead,” Pan Zhi said. “That’s where we came from.”


  “Over there.” Jiang Cheng immediately pointed in the opposite direction.


  “Let’s go, Gramps.” Pan Zhi turned around and started walking.


  “Didn’t you say it was over there?” Jiang Cheng asked, thoroughly confused.


  “I was just telling you which way is forward. I didn’t say that’s where the subway was,” Pan Zhi said. “Quit dragging down U of R’s reputation.”


  “Shit.” Jiang Cheng turned and followed him.


   


  ***


   


  When he got back to his dorm, it was still before the library’s closing time, which meant that nobody was in the dorm room.


  Jiang Cheng opened his suitcase and began unpacking when he heard Zhao Ke’s voice drift down from the bunk beside him: “Jiang Cheng?”


  “What the fuck?” Jiang Cheng jumped. He looked up to see Zhao Ke’s head poking out from the edge of the bunk. “You didn’t go to the library?”


  “My sister dragged me to dinner today,” Zhao Ke said. “By the time I got back, there were no more seats… You look pretty chipper after a trip back.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yeah, not bad.”


  “Was it excruciatingly painful to say goodbye again?” 


  Jiang Cheng glanced up at him.


  “Every day you torture us single dogs,” Zhao Ke said. “Do you feel the pain now?”


  “What—?” Jiang Cheng started laughing. “Exactly how much resentment have you been building up?”


  Zhao Ke motioned with his hands. “About this much.”


  Jiang Cheng sighed and climbed onto the ladder of Zhao Ke’s bunk to look at him. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


  “Shoot.” Zhao Ke nodded.


  “Your goddess—do you just want to worship her,” Jiang Cheng said, “or do you want this goddess to be your girlfriend?”


  “Girlfriend,” Zhao Ke said.


  “Then why not tell her?” Jiang Cheng asked. “She doesn’t seem to dislike you or anything. She’s always smiling at you every time we run into her.”


  “You don’t understand.” Zhao Ke frowned. “She’s been best friends with my sister since kindergarten. Can you imagine? She watched me grow up. She even knows I peed my bed when I was little.”


  “You peed your bed?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  Zhao Ke looked at him. “As a student of the law, can you focus on the point?” 


  “Do you still pee your bed?” 


  Zhao Ke’s face swiftly alternated between a multitude of expressions in the span of a few seconds, before he finally answered earnestly, “No.”


  “If you don’t pee your bed anymore, then what are you afraid of?” Jiang Cheng jumped down from the ladder and continued unpacking. “Looks to me like your goddess has more than one worshipper. All these years in a position of strategic advantage and you never went for it. You pretty much procrastinated your way into the friend zone.”


  Zhao Ke was quiet for a while before he asked, “Between you and your, uh, boyfriend…”


  Jiang Cheng turned to him.


  “Who made the first move?” Zhao Ke managed to finish his question.


  “Me, I guess.” Jiang Cheng thought about it, then laughed. “Yep, it was me.”


  Those were very pleasant memories.


  He hadn’t thought much about it at the time. The only things left in his mind after he blurted out his thoughts were chaos and anxiety. But thinking back on it now, he couldn’t help but be glad—thank goodness he’d said something back then.


  Knowing Gu Fei, he definitely wouldn’t have said anything of his own volition. He wouldn’t have made a single move up until the very moment before Jiang Cheng laid it all out in the open. It was all thanks to Jiang Cheng’s hotheaded, impulsive blabbing.


  And thank goodness for that, or else they would’ve missed each other. Thinking of the possibility that he might’ve missed out on Gu Fei, he patted himself on the back for the brilliant decision of speaking up when he did.


  Brilliant. And handsome.


  “How did you say it?” Zhao Ke pressed on.


  “I just asked him…” Jiang Cheng was suddenly a little embarrassed to go on. He had never mentioned the details to anyone else before. He cleared his throat. “Have you ever considered getting a boyfriend?”


  “So…blunt?” 


  “How else could I have said it?” Jiang Cheng said. “Not like I know any tactful ways.”


  “Fine.” Zhao Ke rolled over and lay down on his back. “Have you ever considered getting a boyfriend. Have you ever considered getting a boyfriend. Have you ever considered…”


  “You can try changing it up a bit,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s only one line, no need to copy it word for word.”


  “Have you ever considered…” Zhao Ke rolled over again. “…being my girlfriend?”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.”


  “No.” Zhao Ke rolled back. “I gotta leave an out for myself. If she says I have thought about it, with whoever-the-hell, then at least I can tell her congratulations.”


  “Dumbass,” Jiang Cheng said simply.


  Admittedly, that had also been part of his own consideration when he popped the question back then, but that was mostly because they were both guys. He didn’t think there was any need for two people of opposite genders to beat around the bush. Just look at Pan Zhi—he went for a full-frontal attack every time, and the girl usually ate it right up.


   


  ***


   


  The holiday week flew by in a flash for single dogs and coupled dogs alike.


  As soon as classes started again, everyone else jumped right back into the rhythm they’d maintained before the break—class, meals, studying, and reading. But Jiang Cheng now had two additional things on his agenda: He had to tutor the unusually confident high school girl on the weekends and go running with Zhao Ke every morning.


  Not even a week into the running, Jiang Cheng realized why Zhao Ke managed to keep to this routine every morning. His goddess went for a morning run every other day.


  She would smile at them every time she spotted the two of them from afar. She even waved. Whenever this happened, Zhao Ke would pick up his pace and spring forth like a startled rabbit. It had been a week since their last discussion about confessing his feelings, yet he still didn’t dare go up to her.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t push him again. It was kind of fun, being a bystander to somebody else’s one-sided crush. It made him feel very accomplished, as a person who had already gone through it. And at times, it successfully distracted him from missing Gu Fei too much.


  If he carried on like this, maybe the next few months wouldn’t be so unbearable. After all, new things happened every day, and everything reminded him of his happiest memories with Gu Fei.


  The only fly in his ointment was that when he went to ask about Gu Miao’s case, he didn’t get the answer he was looking for.


  He and Pan Zhi spent two days going to two different hospitals, but the doctors they spoke to were all very cautious. Without meeting Gu Miao first, they were reluctant to say anything for certain based on Jiang Cheng’s description alone. If they couldn’t bring Gu Miao to see them, it would be difficult to make an accurate diagnosis, and therefore impossible to create a targeted treatment plan.


  “How can I possibly get Gu Miao to come over from so far away?” Jiang Cheng sat on the sofa with a cigarette between his lips.


  They were in Pan Zhi’s tiny rental apartment. Despite its size, it was newly built and very comfortable. This was Jiang Cheng’s first time visiting.


  “Is it totally out of the question? Can you force her to come here?” Pan Zhi asked.


  “She screams for ten straight minutes if you ask her to sleep in a different bed. She gets so mad.” Jiang Cheng’s brows knitted into a knot. “Even if you ignored the screaming and let her scream the whole way here, what if that makes her worse? She already started ignoring me when I went back to visit.”


  “Ignoring you?” Pan Zhi was surprised.


  “Gu Fei said it was her way of protecting herself. When she’s afraid of losing something, she doesn’t let herself have any more of it.” Jiang Cheng took a hard drag on the cigarette before stubbing it out. “If I had money, I’d pay for a doctor to do a home visit. No, I’d get a doctor to stay there long-term.”


  “You don’t even have enough money to pay a doctor for normal treatment right now,” Pan Zhi said. “Mental health stuff doesn’t come cheap, especially not when it comes to chronic conditions.”


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng gave a little smile. “That’s why I have to make money.”


  “Cheng-er.” Pan Zhi gave him a look. “You…”


  Jiang Cheng waited, but Pan Zhi didn’t continue.


  “I what?” He met Pan Zhi’s gaze. “Spit it out. You don’t have to beat around the bush with me.”


  “I just mean…is it worth it?” Pan Zhi asked. “A romantic relationship is about romance. You’re dating him—only him. You’re only nineteen…” Pan Zhi trailed off, but Jiang Cheng understood what he meant.


  “I am in a relationship. With Gu Fei. It’s not that I have to do something to help Gu Miao.” Jiang Cheng bit his lip. “But Gu Fei has to look after her, so I can’t just stand by and watch.”


  “At least think about the future. Things like this will only drag you deeper, until you end up trapped. In one or two years, or three, or five—if Gu Miao still doesn’t show any improvement, are you going to keep on like this?” Pan Zhi asked him. “Maybe I’m being too pragmatic, but sometimes I worry that if one day you get tired of this, you won’t be able to walk away…”


  “Panpan.” Jiang Cheng lifted a hand and flicked Pan Zhi’s mouth. “I plan to maintain my naivete for now. After all, we don’t get very long to be naive in our lives.”


  Pan Zhi covered his mouth and stared at Jiang Cheng for a long time. Finally, he gave a thumbs-up with his other hand and said between his fingers, “You have my respect, Grandpa.”


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng got absolutely nowhere with Gu Miao’s case. He’d expected it; it wasn’t a big deal. If it had been so easy, Gu Fei wouldn’t have had to work so hard.


  But he still couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. It felt like he was trying hard to help Gu Fei hang on, but he couldn’t find anything to hold on to.


  Gu Fei had already taken Gu Miao back to the rehabilitation classes. He sometimes sent Jiang Cheng short videos. In them, Gu Miao looked as pretty and cool as ever.


  - It didn’t seem to work as well this time.


  - i can tell. she had fun when she went there last time, but she doesn’t seem very responsive this time?


  - Yeah, she doesn’t really want to interact with anyone.


  - is it because of me?


  - Cheng-ge, you need to stop trying to find fault in yourself as your kneejerk reaction.


  - …


  - I never think it’s my fault when she’s angry with me. She’s not a normal kid, you can’t think about it in a conventional way


  - okay, are you still taking her to the class then?


  - For now, yeah, I already paid for it. I’ll wait and see if there’s any improvement.


  Jiang Cheng flopped over the table in the library. He was cradling a textbook, but he’d been staring blankly at the black screen of his phone for a long time. It reflected his trancelike expression. It was a good thing he was so handsome, so the stagnant expression didn’t make him look like someone with an IQ of twenty.


  Sitting beside him, Zhao Ke flicked a little ball of crumpled paper at his face. He turned around and gave Zhao Ke a middle finger.


  “You’re wasting precious resources, dude,” Zhao Ke said quietly.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t answer him, just put his phone back in his pocket, then put his head down and went back to his reading.


  He wouldn’t dwell on it for now. The only thing he could do was save more money. Outside of his own expenses, he would put aside as much as possible. No matter what kind of treatment Gu Miao received in the future, money would always be a big problem.


  Money money money.


  Cheng-ge has money.


  Coming out of the library, Zhao Ke suggested they go get something to eat. Jiang Cheng didn’t feel like eating, but he went along anyway. His head felt a little stuffy, so he figured he wouldn’t be able to sleep even if he went back to the dorm.


  “What’s up with you lately?” Zhao Ke asked after they’d been walking for a while. “Did you run into some trouble?”


  “Nah,” said Jiang Cheng.


  Zhao Ke nodded. “Good.”


  Jiang Cheng turned and glanced at him. He suddenly felt like laughing. The guy was sometimes very good at adhering to his principle of “no questions asked when it’s none of my business.”


  At this moment, though, Jiang Cheng kind of hoped Zhao Ke would keep asking. He had no one to talk to about this except for Pan Zhi, and Pan Zhi clearly didn’t want him to get too invested and be dragged in too deep.


  Sure, he was able to keep many things to himself, and he didn’t necessarily have a habit of confiding in people, but in this new environment, he couldn’t help but feel repressed at times. It was the same way he’d felt when he first arrived at the Steelworks neighborhood—that feeling of wanting to grab onto something without even knowing where to begin.


  Zhao Ke suddenly spoke up again. “You really don’t wanna talk about it?”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng turned to Zhao Ke, who looked back at him. After a few moments of eye contact, Jiang Cheng let out a quiet sigh. “Honestly…it might not seem like such a big deal to other people.”


  “Let’s hear it,” Zhao Ke said.


  “It’s…my friend’s little sister.” Jiang Cheng frowned. “She might be a little autistic… I think she’s autistic, anyway. All these years, there’s been nothing he can do…”


  “Does he want to bring her here to see a doctor?” Zhao Ke asked.


  “Can’t,” Jiang Cheng said. “She won’t accept any change of environment—not even a different bed. I tried consulting doctors, but they can’t give any solid answer without the patient here.”


  “That’s for sure,” Zhao Ke said. He thought about it for a moment, then stopped in his tracks. “My sis.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “If you want, you can ask her about it,” Zhao Ke said.


  “Your sister…” Jiang Cheng felt hope rising in him.


  “My sister is studying clinical psychology,” Zhao Ke said. “I was planning to sneak into her lectures next semester. You wanna come with?”




  Chapter 118


   


  GU MIAO WALKED QUICKLY as she came out of the classroom, even pushing aside another child who wanted to talk to her.


  “Er-Miao.” Crouching down where he’d been waiting for her outside, Gu Fei reached out to stop her. “Say goodbye to that little girl.”


  Gu Miao looked at him. She must’ve understood what Gu Fei was saying, though she didn’t exactly want to do anything about it.


  “She wanted to talk to you, and you ignored her,” Gu Fei said. “You don’t have to like her, but you still have to be polite. You shouldn’t push people.”


  Gu Miao turned and waved at the other girl who had followed her, before turning back to leave with a cold, stony face. Gu Fei sighed and walked after her.


  The little munchkin was reluctant to come to these group activities now. Gu Fei had to spend ages persuading her before every visit.


  It could have been because the dozen or so other kids who joined this time were all on the younger side. Although she wasn’t on the same level as her peers in terms of intellectual development, Gu Miao was still fairly perceptive; even at her old school, she hadn’t been completely incapable of fitting in. But here, thrown in with these five- to six-year-olds, or even younger, it was hard for her to play with them.


  What to do, then?


  By the time Gu Fei reached his motorcycle, Gu Miao was already standing there hugging her skateboard to her chest.


  “Hungry?” Before getting onto the bike, Gu Fei tucked the scarf around her neck, pulled her hat lower, and fixed the mask over her face. 


  Gu Miao climbed onto the back seat and wrapped her arms around his waist.


  What should I do?


  Gu Fei put his helmet on and started the engine. The best thing for Gu Miao in her current state was to participate in more group activities and increase her social interactions. In this city, there was no point worrying about the quality of care—this was the only place where Gu Miao could get any sort of help at all.


  He skipped class several times a week to bring Gu Miao here. It wasn’t like he wanted to attend class that badly—after all these years, it was difficult for him to settle down and study the way other students did—but he’d only gotten into this school because of Jiang Cheng, and he didn’t want to waste his time the way he had before.


  Moreover, bringing Gu Miao to these classes didn’t just affect his class attendance, but also took up time he could have used for photography gigs. He had no choice but to push a lot of his work to the evening.


  He was struggling a little with both time and money.


  He didn’t complain, though—it was no different than all the years before. He always managed somehow, and as long as they could see progress…


  If only there was progress.


  But there wasn’t any progress.


  He’d tasted so much defeat and disappointment, it was near impossible for him to be ever-so-optimistic like Jiang Cheng.


  Back at the store, Liu Li had already made dinner. Gu Fei’s mom was circling the table with her phone, snapping photos of the dishes.


  Business had gotten much better since the store had been shoved off onto Liu Li. He was diligent in what he did, and, more importantly, he was much more reliable than Gu Fei’s mother when it came to cooking. At the very least, there was always food on the table at every meal.


  Gu Miao was also satisfied enough with the food Liu Li made. As soon as they entered the store, she went to stand beside the table, waiting to eat.


  “Er-Miao, you’re blocking the camera,” her mom said, holding the phone. When Gu Miao didn’t move away, she sighed and walked around to the opposite side of the table to snap a photo. “My little girl is certainly photogenic. She looks good in every photo.”


  “Let’s eat.” Liu Li came out holding the soup. “You must be tired, Da-Fei. You should go home and rest after dinner.”


  “I’m all right.” Gu Fei clapped Gu Miao on the shoulder. “Go wash your hands.”


  Gu Miao walked out to the back courtyard, and Gu Fei followed behind her. He watched as she went into the kitchen, but he didn’t go in after her, only watching from the doorway. These days, Gu Miao was fine with both handwashing and dishwashing. Most of the time, she no longer screamed at the sight of water.


  That’s progress, isn’t it? Of course it is.


  In all the time since their father’s death, this change had only appeared recently. Gu Fei was afraid to count how many years had gone by in the interim.


  Hope?


  Of course there was hope, but it was too far in the distance.


  After dinner, when he took Gu Miao back home, he got a message from Jiang Cheng.


  - have you eaten yet


  It was accompanied by a selfie taken from the most baffling of angles. As usual, the photo’s success relied solely on Jiang Cheng’s good looks. Gu Fei could see the background, though; it had been taken inside the prestigious library on their campus.


  Around this time every day, Jiang Cheng would go to the library to read or write notes. Gu Fei wasn’t very clear on the specifics of what he did in the evenings he spent there. He only knew that during that time, Jiang Cheng was as hyperfocused as he had been when he was sitting at his desk and studying for the exam. And just like back then, he wouldn’t interrupt.


  Gu Fei felt a little lonely sometimes, though.


  His evenings were relatively free compared to Jiang Cheng’s; he usually spent them editing photos from various product and model shoots. To him, this was work that required no focus, just flow—so he wasn’t concerned about being interrupted.


  But whenever he was free and wanted to send Jiang Cheng a message, he’d worry about disturbing him. Just a couple of days ago, Jiang Cheng had complained how annoying it was that the girl sitting nearby had her phone vibrating on the table every few minutes.


  However, Jiang Cheng would always call him immediately after the library closed at ten o’clock.


  “I’m exhausted today,” Jiang Cheng said, yawning. “I didn’t take a nap after lunch, so I couldn’t even keep my eyes open when I did my homework.”


  “Remember to balance work and rest, Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said.


  “I do rest. I go back to my dorm at night and go right to sleep,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s not like I like toiling away, but there’s just that much to do. I do the readings, take the notes, finish the assignments, and that’s about all the time I have.”


  “Sounds like you have no time for great pork belly.” Gu Fei chuckled.


  “It’s there if I want it. There’s two whole barbecue restaurants on my way to tutoring.” Jiang Cheng tutted. “Ugh, no, can’t talk about it. I’ll get hungry, and there’s nothing to eat in the dorm.”


  “You should go out and get something to eat.”


  “Nah,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I don’t want to gain weight. You know how they say horses can get fat just from being fed extra grass in the evening—what’ll happen to me if I eat meat all the time at night?”


  Gu Fei laughed, listening quietly.


  Jiang Cheng chatted for a while longer, reporting on things that had happened in his classes during the day. Funny things, annoying things—he always told Gu Fei about all of them. And Gu Fei liked hearing it. He pictured how Jiang Cheng was at school—how he went to lectures, the cafeteria, and the library. He imagined the classmate he didn’t like, and thought about how he and Zhao Ke would gang up on the other two guys in their dorm who had girlfriends…


  Jiang Cheng’s life was a busy one with an immense amount of pressure, but it was interesting. The things he talked about, the people he interacted with—all of it was very different from his time in the Steelworks. Gu Fei could sense that his mood was generally lifted, even when he complained of exhaustion.


  How nice. That’s the kind of life Jiang Cheng should have.


  Sometimes Jiang Cheng would ask him, How is school? How are your classmates? What classes are you taking? and he wouldn’t know what to say. Compared to Jiang Cheng’s campus life, he had no idea what he could possibly talk about.


  Once, when he mentioned offhand that they had a film appreciation class, Jiang Cheng suggested a few movies to him. Even the language he used to recommend and analyze these films was on a whole separate level from the teacher who taught Gu Fei’s class. But Jiang Cheng never took a film appreciation class—his school sometimes held movie screenings; that was all.


  Therein lies the difference, Gu Fei thought. Obviously, there were biases here of the “whatever my boyfriend says is the absolute truth” variety, but still, the sense of distance existed. It wasn’t something that could be wiped away with an excuse he found merely to comfort himself.


  Gu Fei was never one to talk much; he only liked to talk when he was with Jiang Cheng. He liked teasing Jiang Cheng, enjoyed the back-and-forth banter. But now, as time passed day after day, there was less and less he could say to Jiang Cheng. “Mm,” “oh,” and “haha” were his most frequently used responses.


   


  ***


   


  “Er-Miao,” Gu Fei repeated himself. 


  Gu Miao was standing in her room, refusing to change so they could go out. 


  “We have to go now to play with the teacher,” Gu Fei said.


  Gu Miao leaned against the doorway to her room and looked back at him, her face blank.


  “Come on, get changed,” Gu Fei said. “There will be new games today, don’t you want to play?”


  Still, Gu Miao gave him no response.


  “If you don’t like to play with the other kids, you can play with the teacher,” Gu Fei said. “Last time, the teacher told me that she likes you a lot. She said you were very smart.”


  Gu Miao turned her face away. She was resisting hard today. Despite understanding everything Gu Fei said, she refused to grace him with any kind of response.


  “Fine, you don’t have to go,” Gu Fei said. “But can you let Gege know why? Is it because you don’t like the other kids?”


  Gu Miao ignored him.


  “Do you not like the teacher?” Gu Fei asked again.


  Still, Gu Miao ignored him.


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei looked down at the floor. “Gege knows you’re unhappy. And when you’re unhappy, it makes me unhappy, because I can feel your pain. Can you try to feel mine too?”


  Gu Miao finally opened her mouth and said, “No go.”


  Again with that line.


  No go.


  Gu Fei closed his eyes.


  Gu Miao’s condition was probably a lot milder than some of the other kids’. She might not be able to fully comprehend some things, but she certainly had her own thoughts on a lot of subjects. Like now, for example.


  No go—that was her thought.


  Despite not really understanding what happened, she must’ve already known that Cheng-ge, who delighted in playing with her on her skateboard every day, was gone. And he hadn’t been here for a very long time. She certainly didn’t understand the relationship between her brother and Cheng-ge, but she could sense her brother’s emotions.


  Gu Fei lifted his eyes back up to look at her.


  She was worried and afraid—that her brother would leave too.


  No go.


  Gege will not go.


  Gege is not going anywhere.


  Gege will always be with you, right here.


  A year ago, Gu Fei might’ve said these words without a second thought just to console her. This time, however, he didn’t speak. His heart ached intensely for Gu Miao, but for the first time, he didn’t say anything to soothe her.


  Gu Miao started screaming. She dug her fingers into the doorframe and screamed.


  Gu Fei wrapped his hands around his head and closed his eyes. Her scream crowded out all other sounds from his ears and did the same for his mind.


  He didn’t know how much time had passed, but the sound of knocking eventually broke through the screams, and Gu Fei slowly loosened his hands around his head.


  “Hey, Er-Miao!” It was a neighbor calling from outside. “Er-Miao, are you home alone? It’s all right, don’t be scared. Auntie will call your brother for you!”


  It was their downstairs neighbor, the one Gu Miao had used to eat with all the time when no one was home to make her food.


  Gu Fei stood up and went to open the door. “I’m home.”


  “Is everything all right?” the auntie asked. “She doesn’t usually scream for this long.”


  “Mm-hm, it’s okay. I’ll talk her down in a bit,” Gu Fei said.


  He closed the door and turned to look at Gu Miao, who was still screaming, and slowly walked over to her.


  Gu Miao had been digging at the doorframe this whole time. By now, the tips of her fingers were pierced through with splinters she had ripped from the wood. Beads of blood pooled on her fingertips.


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei pulled her hands away. Gu Miao didn’t resist, but the screaming persisted. Still holding her hands, Gu Fei tried to crouch down, but his legs suddenly gave out under him. He had to kneel on one knee to maintain his balance.


  “Er-Miao.” He pulled Gu Miao into a hug and patted her gently on the back. “I’m sorry.”


  Gu Miao put her hands around his neck. Finally, the screaming gradually subsided, until it eventually faded from Gu Fei’s ears.


  “What a great set of pipes you got, Er-Miao,” Gu Fei said softly. “Screamed for so long and didn’t even get hoarse.”


   


  ***


   


  “Will it leave a scar?!” Jiang Cheng asked, staring tensely at Zhao Ke’s hand.


  “Depends on your constitution.” Zhao Ke held a peeled bandage between his fingers, ready to paste it on. “Though I think it might leave a little mark.”


  “What mark?” Jiang Cheng asked, glaring.


  “Well, there’s ink in there that won’t come out.” Zhao Ke stuck the bandage on Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “Once the skin on the outside heals, it’ll probably retain the pigment.”


  “That’s right,” Lu Shi said from his perch behind his desk, still staring at his computer screen. “Also, black ink like that will probably change color at some point and turn green.”


  “Like your girlfriend’s tattooed eyebrows?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  Lu Shi turned to face him. “My girlfriend got the semi-permanent kind. It won’t change color.” 


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng nodded and pressed his hand against the bandage.


  It stung a little. He had no idea how the tip of a pen could be so powerful. He must’ve been too drowsy; the moment he dozed off, his head had pitched forward with immense momentum. He didn’t even wake up immediately when the point jabbed into his skin. His head had continued to droop until the tip carved a line above his eyebrow. That had jolted him awake all right.


  “A word of advice, Jiang Cheng,” Zhao Ke said to him quietly. “This is not how you become an expert in a subject. It takes time, and you have to take it slow, step by step.”


  “Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered.


  Zhao Ke bent down and added in a low voice, “You’re stuffing those psychology textbooks down your own throat like you’re force-feeding a duck, but tell me, do you really understand all of it? Those cases you’re reading, with their treatment plans, do you understand those properly? Why were two cases that look the same treated differently? The same mental condition may manifest in different ways, and different illnesses may present with the same symptoms…”


  “Ahhh.” Jiang Cheng sighed as leaned back against his chair. “Okay, I got it.”


  “My sister is free next week. I already asked her for you. You don’t need to be in such a hurry.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Thanks.”


  He was indeed anxious. He’d been anxious ever since he found out that the therapy program Gu Miao was going to wasn’t really working. 


  Gu Fei told him not to blame everything on himself, but these were the facts: He left, and Gu Miao became very upset when she found out, so much so that she no longer responded to him. He wanted to help Gu Fei, and he wanted Gu Miao to get better. He wouldn’t be able to stand it if his desire to pull Gu Fei out of the muck actually sank Gu Fei even deeper into despair and fatigue and led Gu Miao, who had been adjusting better before, to worsen.


  He had no idea how much Zhao Jin could help, or whether she’d have any clue what to do. He only wanted to be more precise at describing Gu Miao’s condition when he talked about her case, and to better understand what the professionals he consulted had to say about it.


  He only wanted to do everything in his power.


  His usual academic workload already kept him busy enough. Finding time between studying for his courses and tutoring to read psychology textbooks was tiring; of course it was. But he was happy to do it. And that kind of desire wasn’t uncommon—despite his earnest advice to Jiang Cheng, even Zhao Ke had his moments, though the two of them expressed it in different ways. Jiang Cheng’s willingness to scrounge up enough time to study a completely new field for Gu Fei wasn’t that different from Zhao Ke’s willingness to suck it up and join a knitting club with only one other guy in it.


  He got a message from Gu Fei.


  - Got time for video call?


  Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment, then picked up a mirror nearby and checked his face. The bandage was rather conspicuous, but even if he ripped it off, it wasn’t as if he could make the mark disappear.


  I ran into the doorframe. Jiang Cheng decided that was what he would say.


  He walked out of the dorm room with his phone and sent Gu Fei a video request.


  Gu Fei quickly accepted. As soon as both of their faces appeared on the screen, Gu Fei said, “What happened to your face?”


  “I ran into the doorframe,” said Jiang Cheng.


  “…How do you run into a doorframe?” Gu Fei blinked in surprise. “Was it your dorm room door or some other door?”


  “My dorm.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I stumbled and somehow bumped my head on it.”


  “…Did it break the skin?” Gu Fei reached out his hand.


  The gesture turned Jiang Cheng’s heart to mush. He smiled. “Are you trying to touch me?”


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei chuckled. “Poked the screen instead.”


  “It won’t be much longer.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment. “I’ll go back on the January 1 long weekend.”


  “Don’t bother,” Gu Fei said. “It’s only three days, and with the time spent on the road, you won’t even be here for all of two days.”


  Jiang Cheng tutted. “So you don’t wanna see me?”


  “I’m trying to not miss you too much,” Gu Fei said. “It was hard enough to get used to it. If you come back for a flash visit, I’ll have to get used to it all over again.”


  “It’s the same with me.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “All righty, we can bear with it for a while longer. And I can see if anyone wants to take me out to eat on January 1.”


  “Hm?” Gu Fei paused for a couple of seconds before his lips curled into a smile. “Oh! O-ho.”


  “I’m telling you, it may just happen,” Jiang Cheng said in a hushed voice. “Our school has an anonymous confession page on WeChat, it’s the funniest thing. There are all sorts of confessions on there.”


  “And you’re in some of them, right? People want to take you out for dinner?” Gu Fei laughed.


  “Mm-hm,” Jiang Cheng said. “I only found out about the account when Zhao Ke told me about it the other day.”


   


  ***


   


  The U of R Confession Wall.


  Gu Fei thought it was a little silly of him to look up the account immediately after Jiang Cheng told him, but he couldn’t help it.


  At first he’d just wanted to take a cursory look around as a window into his boyfriend’s daily life. If it wasn’t possible to see each other in person, it might satiate him somewhat to see things related to him. It would make the distance seem a little closer.


  He was surprised, however, to see Jiang Cheng’s name immediately.


  [confession] I sit behind you every evening, watching you bow your head, watching you look up, your profile, the silhouette of your back—until every word in front of me turns into you. Yes, I’m talking about you, Jiang Cheng! You’re really not going to look back even once the whole evening?!


  Gu Fei chuckled. It was pretty funny.


  He continued scrolling. It was another couple of pages at most before he spotted the invitation.


  [confession] I’ve decided that I want to take Jiang Cheng out for dinner! Jiang Cheng from first year law! Do you see this?! Jiejie wants to take you out—not sure if you can handle the heat. Hopefully you like spicy food!


  [confession] To the weird jiejie up there who wants to take Jiang Cheng out, there’s a thing called DIBS when it comes to asking someone out to dinner. I already expressed my intention of taking him out last week~ But to avoid any awkwardness, maybe we can team up on the invite… Or maybe you can switch targets. The guy who’s always with him isn’t too bad, either. We can take them out together!


  [confession] Sooo both of you weird jiejies up there…are you here to ask him out, or are you trying to put together a dinner party?


  Gu Fei kept laughing as he scrolled down, but after a few pages, he couldn’t bring himself to laugh anymore—he saw several entries with a guy confessing to another guy. The open-minded atmosphere, the candid and sincere tone, and the casual reactions from others were all completely unlike the environment around him.


  Jiang Cheng was no longer as nervous about his sexual orientation as he once had been, but most of the time he still had a stony and tough “none of your damn business” attitude about it. In this kind of open environment, perhaps he could truly relax.


  Gu Fei scrolled all the way to the end and made sure that at least in the visible date range, there was no confession to Jiang Cheng from another guy. Only then did he put down his phone.


  He lay back on his bed and let out a sigh of relief.


  But why was he relieved?


  Gu Fei laughed at himself.


   


  ***


   


  “Can you ask Zhang Dantong to come along?” Zhao Ke said over the phone. Jiang Cheng sat beside him, eavesdropping intently. The point of this call was to arrange for a time and place for Jiang Cheng’s meeting with Zhao Jin, though it was obvious that Zhao Ke had lost the plot.


  Jiang Cheng had only just found out that Zhao Ke’s goddess was named Zhang Dantong—the same Zhang Dantong he remembered seeing countless times on the confession wall.


  Zhao Ke’s situation was certainly dire.


  “Why not… You haven’t even tried, how do you know she won’t come?” Zhao Ke was still hung up on his tangent. “You two haven’t seen each other in a pretty long time. Don’t you besties need to have a bonding session or something?”


  “Zhao Ke,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Oh, Ke…”


  “Why is today not a good time? All Jiang Cheng wants is to ask you a few questions about his friend’s little sister’s condition, not like it’s a formal psychotherapy session… You can’t conduct a formal one anyway.” Zhao Ke ignored Jiang Cheng’s attempts at getting his attention. “Besides… Yes, I was asking you for a favor, but you’ve already said yes to one, so what’s one more? Either way, I’m always the one begging you, ever since I was little…”


  “Zhao Ke.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop himself from taking Zhao Ke’s phone away. He said in a hushed voice, “Give me Zhang Dantong’s number.”


  “What are you going to do?” Zhao Ke looked at him.


  “I’ll invite her for you,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “You?” Zhao Ke hesitated for three seconds, then swiftly wrote down a phone number on a notepad.


  “Go confirm the time and place with your sister.” Jiang Cheng patted Zhao Ke’s shoulder before walking out with his own phone.


  When Zhang Dantong answered, Jiang Cheng laid out, in very simple terms, his reason for the call. She started laughing uncontrollably on the other end.


  “So that’s what’s happening,” Jiang Cheng said. “If you’re free today, maybe you can come out and eat with us. If not, then neither Zhao Ke nor I will be able to leave our dorm today.”


  “Sure, I’ll give Zhao Jin a call.” Zhang Dantong was still laughing. “See you later, then. You two are hilarious.”


  Jiang Cheng returned to the room to see that Zhao Ke had already wrapped up his call. He stood up as soon as Jiang Cheng walked in. “So? Did she yell at you?”


  “…Do you have some sort of misguided perception of your goddess?” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. “She agreed. We’ll see her there.”


  “Really?” Zhao Ke immediately broke into a grin. He walked over and tried to hug Jiang Cheng.


  Jiang Cheng lifted an arm to block him. “A verbal expression of gratitude is enough.”


  “No thank-yous between us. We’re even.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Oh, right.”


  “Let’s go,” Zhao Ke said. “She decided on steak. We should probably leave now if we want to get there on time.”


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng got his bag and checked again that he’d brought his bank card. The cash he usually carried would definitely not be enough to buy steak for four people.


  Zhao Ke was more than a little excited. With him dragging them along, they arrived ahead of their scheduled meeting time by twenty minutes. Once inside, they found a booth where they could talk privately and sat down. 


  Zhao Ke was riding such an emotional high that he could hardly speak, while Jiang Cheng was too busy going over the summary of Gu Miao’s condition in his head to talk. The two of them sat in silence, facing each other without a word until Zhao Ke raised his hand and waved.


  Jiang Cheng turned and saw two people come through the door. The one in front was Zhao Jin, but the person behind her wasn’t Zhang Dantong, but a young man.


  “That’s her senior,” Zhao Ke said.


  “Ah.” The word “senior” finally managed to jog Jiang Cheng’s memory. He had seen this guy before.


  It was the studdiest of the three superstuds.




  Chapter 119


   


  JIANG CHENG MIGHT HAVE REMEMBERED that the glasses guy was Zhao Jin’s senior he’d met once before, but he’d already forgotten the guy’s name.


  “Ke,” Jiang Cheng quickly whispered to Zhao Ke. “What is the senior’s na—”


  “I thought Zhang Dantong would come with them,” said Zhao Ke. “Why is she not here yet?”


  “Because it’s not time yet,” Jiang Cheng said. “So the senior’s nam—”


  “Should I give her a call to ask?” asked Zhao Ke. “We probably should’ve waited for her and walked over here together. Did she want to come separately because she didn’t want to walk with me?”


  “She said she has something else to do first,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “That senior… Ah, fuck it, never mind.”


  “Xu Xingzhi,” said Zhao Ke.


  “…Oh.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I thought you couldn’t hear me.”


  “I’m just a little nervous,” said Zhao Ke. “I haven’t eaten with Zhang Dantong since my second year of high school. My sister won’t even let me tag along whenever they go out.”


  “Why would two girls going shopping together bring you along?” Jiang Cheng sighed again. “You’d only get in the way.”


  “Tongtong just called me,” Zhao Jin said as she walked over to them. “She’ll be here in ten minutes.”


  “It’s fine if she doesn’t come,” said Zhao Ke.


  Jiang Cheng whipped his head around to look at Zhao Ke and said in a hushed voice, “You need a pump to drain all the water from inside your brain?”


  “Don’t mind him, I’m used to it.” Zhao Jin waved her hand and gestured at Xu Xingzhi. “I won’t bother with introductions, since you all know each other.”


  “Hi, Senior,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “You can just call me by name.” Xu Xingzhi smiled as he sat down with Zhao Jin.


  “Zhao Ke said just myself is enough,” Zhao Jin said as she took a sip of water. “But I figured I’d better bring someone who knows what they’re talking about, since I’m just barely getting by. Cao-ge is the shit, though. He’s our boss’s number one student.”


  …Cao-ge. What a name.4 


  “So, your friend’s little sister?” Xu Xingzhi asked, turning to Jiang Cheng. He was probably used to being introduced like that by now; he hardly reacted at all.


  “Yeah, they live in the city I’m from,” Jiang Cheng said.


  “How old is she?” Xu Xingzhi asked.


  “Eleven,” Jiang Cheng said, gesturing with his hand, “but a little shorter compared to other kids her age.”


  “An eleven-year-old.” Zhao Jin glanced at Xu Xingzhi. “Doesn’t that fit with your area of research?”


  “Yeah.” Xu Xingzhi smiled. “Though I would have to see the specifics of her case.”


  “She just…doesn’t speak, can’t discern other people’s emotions a lot of the time, and she doesn’t know how to properly express herself.” Jiang Cheng tried his best to give a brief summary of Gu Miao’s situation. “She screams whenever she’s angry, or anxious, or nervous. She’s really good at skateboarding. She draws the same things over and over, and writes the same characters repeatedly, but has trouble learning them…”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “She wasn’t always like this. When she was little, she just didn’t talk as much as other kids, but ever since she got hurt at two or three years old, she’s just been…like this.” Jiang Cheng realized that he felt a little sad when he described Gu Miao’s situation. She was just a little girl, beautiful and adorable.


  “Hurt how?” Xu Xingzhi asked. “Someone physically hurt her?”


  “Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “She was thrown against a wall. It was pretty serious.”


  Xu Xingzhi looked at him, as if waiting for him to continue, but Jiang Cheng was a little hesitant. After all, the one who hurt her was her own father…


  “It’s okay,” Xu Xingzhi said. “We can talk about the details another time. But one thing I can tell you right now is that it will be hard for her to reach an average level of linguistic fluency. She’s already passed the critical period for language acquisition.”


  “Mm, I know.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He had read a great number of books in recent weeks. Gu Miao had gotten hurt right when she was in the middle of learning how to talk. She didn’t talk much to begin with, and then she had simply refused to speak again after the injury. It would be next to impossible to ask her to communicate verbally like other kids at this point.


  But if Gu Miao could make progress in other areas, even if she never spoke, it would still open up a whole new world for her and Gu Fei.


  “As for the other stuff, I’ll only be able to tell after I see her in person,” said Xu Xingzhi.


  This didn’t surprise Jiang Cheng. “That’s the difficult part.” He frowned, feeling a little sheepish. “It’s just that…she has a fixed routine for her day-to-day life, and she gets angry whenever there’s any disruption to it. She can’t even accept sleeping in a different bed, so he can’t…bring her here.”


  “I see.” Xu Xingzhi’s reaction remained calm. “My advisor has a case like this, currently undergoing therapy—but that child lives locally.”


  “So does that mean…” Jiang Cheng quietly sighed. “Does that mean there’s no way to help with her situation?”


  “There’s always a way.” Xu Xingzhi smiled.


  “Can you help?” Zhao Ke was much more straightforward. “You’re working on a thesis proposal, right? Wouldn’t this case be great for that?”


  Xu Xingzhi glanced at Zhao Ke, then leaned back in his chair and started laughing. “Yeah, I am working on my thesis proposal, but the little girl’s case… I’d have to find out more before I can determine if I’ll be of any help.”


  Xu Xingzhi didn’t give a firm answer. He later added that he was only a grad student without the necessary expertise. However, his feedback still gave Jiang Cheng hope. Even a tiny glimmer was enough for Jiang Cheng to lunge forward and give it everything he had.


  They continued talking until Zhang Dantong arrived. Zhao Ke nudged Jiang Cheng’s leg in his excitement, and Jiang Cheng only managed to rein in his reflexes enough to keep himself from shooting out of his seat with his death grip on the edge of the table.


  Thrown into a scenario where he could interact with his goddess up close, Zhao Ke was so nervous that he couldn’t manage to say another complete sentence in the next five minutes aside from “one sirloin, please.” Jiang Cheng was a little worried he might pee his pants from the excitement.


  After ordering food, they didn’t continue on the topic of Gu Miao’s condition, and the conversation drifted elsewhere.


  Jiang Cheng wasn’t in a very chatty mood. His mind was full of thoughts about Gu Miao, and how he should proceed with Xu Xingzhi to turn Gu Miao’s case from a casual discussion to actual treatment. When he did talk, it was just to jump in from time to time to help Zhao Ke out whenever his friend was infuriatingly hapless in trying to start a conversation with Zhang Dantong.


  At the end of the meal, he added Xu Xingzhi on WeChat.


  “What’s a convenient time for you, Senior?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “Anytime this week is fine.” Xu Xingzhi thought for a moment, then said, “Just let me know when you’re available, but preferably in the afternoon or evening.”


  Jiang Cheng didn’t hesitate. “What about tomorrow evening?” 


  Xu Xingzhi laughed. “All right.”


  “Can we meet for dinner again?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  “Don’t worry about dinner,” Xu Xingzhi said. “No need to break the bank. I’ll see you after dinner.”


  “All right.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Is around seven o’clock okay? I’ll give you a call before I head over to PKU.”


  “I’m not on campus tomorrow,” said Xu Xingzhi. “I’m going to be out and about, so I’ll let you know the specific location tomorrow.”


  “Sure,” said Jiang Cheng. “Thanks, Senior.”


  “If you can’t bring yourself to call me Xu Xingzhi,” said Xu Xingzhi, “maybe you can follow Zhao Jin’s lead and call me Cao-ge.”


  “To be honest, I can’t really bring myself to say Cao-ge either,” Jiang Cheng replied earnestly.


  “Whatever, then,” Xu Xingzhi said with a smile. “See you tomorrow.”


  “See you tomorrow. Thanks, Senior.”


  Resigned, Xu Xingzhi waved and said, “You’re welcome.”


  The dinner today had put a small dent in Jiang Cheng’s wallet. It wasn’t the kind of thing he would’ve paid attention to before, but things were different now. Now, he was the perfect model of a modern young man, keeping track of his expenses every day.


  When they got back to their dorm, he and Zhao Ke didn’t head out to the library; there would be no seats right now, anyway. Jiang Cheng carefully wrote down his spending, then sat down beside Zhao Ke. “Thank you.”


  “Thank you,” Zhao Ke said at the exact same time. “All right, we’re even now.”


  “Should I take a gift or something to see Xu Xingzhi tomorrow?” Jiang Cheng asked. “It’s not good to show up empty-handed, right?”


  “That’s probably not necessary.” Zhao Ke thought for a second. “Not sure. Want me to ask my sister?”


  “…Okay, ask,” said Jiang Cheng. “It’s probably fine if it’s just your sister, but Xu Xingzhi is another degree removed from me. I still think it’d be rude if I don’t show my appreciation.”


  “Sure.” Zhao Ke got out his phone and called Zhao Jin.


  The theme of the call veered predictably toward the topic of Zhang Dantong. Zhao Ke’s dear sister laughed at him for five whole minutes, gave him advanced congratulations on his failed confession, and furthermore sent him a digital lucky envelope over WeChat after the call as an early consolation.


  Fortunately, Zhao Ke stood strong, even under the barrage of brutal attacks from Zhao Jin; he didn’t forget the original point of the call.


  “No need to bring anything,” he told Jiang Cheng afterward. “Zhao Jin knows Xu Xingzhi from her undergrad days—they’re pretty close, so this doesn’t really count as a favor. It’s just friends helping each other out. Bringing a gift would just make things awkward.”


  “So you’re not referring to her as your sister now?” Jiang Cheng asked with a laugh.


  “Not for the next two days at least,” Zhao Ke said. “I think at least half of Zhao Jin’s celibacy is because of her ruthless tongue.”


  As Zhao Ke went to work on his assignments, Jiang Cheng sat down at his desk, pulled out his phone, and tapped open Xu Xingzhi’s WeChat Moments.


  Xu Xingzhi’s display name seemed rather sophisticated—“to act is to know”—while his display icon was the character for the word “knowledge” written in brush calligraphy.5 All of it gave off an old professorial vibe, which made for a heavy contrast with the actual content of his Moments posts.


  They were almost all cat photos.


  A wide variety of cat photos populated Xu Xingzhi’s WeChat Moments: his own cat, his friends’ cats, cats in cat cafés, and stray cats on campus. He even gave the familiar strays he saw nicknames that were more like code names, like Stray-A, Stray-B, Nomad-1, Nomad-2, and so on.


  There were very few text posts in between the photos of cats. Jiang Cheng did a cursory scroll through and realized that they were all variations of the same thing.


  What an adorable kitty.


  Cute.


  Master is the most beautiful.


  Whatever Master meows is right.


  Kitty kitty cat cat, so many cats.


  Meow~


  …Despite his Moments being a complete one-eighty from the impression he gave off in person, Jiang Cheng figured he would be an easy person to get along with.


  He spun the phone in his hand. His mood was a little complicated right now. He felt a little hopeful; he wanted badly to grab onto that tiny shred of hope. At the same time, he worried he would be let down if he set his expectations too high.


  In moments like this, he understood all too well how Gu Fei must have felt all these years.


  The biggest difference between them was probably, as Pan Zhi said, naivete. Compared to Gu Fei, he was much more naive. He would fear disappointment on one hand while stubbornly holding on to hope with the other, refusing to let go.


   


  ***


   


  “Take a look at Er-Miao’s forehead.” 


  As soon as Gu Fei went into the store, his mom pointed toward Gu Miao, who swerved nimbly through the aisles on her skateboard. 


  “She hit her head and grazed it,” she told him. “I wanted to put a tincture on the wound, but she won’t let me touch it. You better check it out.”


  “Okay.” Gu Fei walked over. As Gu Miao rolled past, he stepped on her skateboard, picked her up, and set her down in front of him. “Let Gege take a look at your head.”


  Gu Miao put her hand over her forehead.


  “Did you run into a tree?” Gu Fei asked. He could see redness and swelling on the skin where Gu Miao’s hand couldn’t cover.


  Gu Miao shook her head.


  “Did you bump against something?” Gu Fei asked again.


  “Lamp,” Gu Miao said in a very quiet voice.


  “A lamppost? Did you crash into a lamppost?” Gu Fei held back his laughter.


  Gu Miao nodded.


  “Oh, look how impressive our Er-Miao is!” Gu Fei started laughing. “Forget trees, we’re crashing into lampposts now. Good job.”


  Gu Miao put her hand down and looked back at him proudly.


  The scrape was small enough—a tiny break in the skin—but it had swelled into a big bump. Gu Fei took out a first-aid kit to disinfect the surface before sticking a bandage on it.


  After Gu Miao walked out the door, skateboard in hand, Gu Fei frowned to himself.


  Judging by the area of skin the bandage covered, Jiang Cheng’s bump to the head should’ve been pretty similar to Gu Miao’s. But if Jiang Cheng had hit his head and broken the skin, how was there no redness or swelling whatsoever? Did his boyfriend have a forehead made of titanium, or was he not telling the truth?


  Gu Fei sighed as he put the first-aid kit away and sat down behind the cash register. If ever Jiang Cheng didn’t want to tell him something, then that something must have to do with him.


  He pulled out his phone and stared for a long time at Jiang Cheng’s name in his contact list before finally sending a message to Pan Zhi instead.


  - Hot Pan?


  - shoot


  Seeing Pan Zhi’s reply, Gu Fei suddenly hesitated again. He wasn’t sure how to raise the question. How could he ask in a way that assured Pan Zhi that he was just worried and not being suspicious of his boyfriend?


  - spit it out


  - Nothing, just wanted to say your name


  Gu Fei thought he must be wound up a little too tightly these days. He might’ve been worried about Jiang Cheng, but asking someone else about something Jiang Cheng didn’t want to tell him about was the kind of thing he never would’ve done before.


  - you! bastard!


  - Pls spare my life Lord Pan


  - I can’t believe you’ve been corrupted too!


  Gu Fei chuckled and put the phone back in his pocket.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng had just come back to their dorm from the cafeteria, wondering if he should take the initiative and contact Xu Xingzhi first, when he got a call from the guy himself: “I’ll be at your school in about half an hour.”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng blinked. “Where are you? I can go to you. I don’t want to make you come all the way here.”


  “It’s on my way,” said Xu Xingzhi. “I’ll let you know to come out once I’m at the west gate.”


  “Oh, all right,” Jiang Cheng replied. After hanging up, he turned to Zhao Ke beside him. “He said it’s on his way, but is it really on his way, or is he making a trip here just for this? I feel a little bad, like I’m troubling him.”


  “It’s on his way,” said Zhao Ke. “Don’t worry. Zhao Jin and her friends aren’t that nice.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  “What I mean is, if it wasn’t on his way, he would definitely tell you to go to him,” Zhao Ke said. “So no need to feel bad.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Mm-hm.”


  Jiang Cheng went to the west gate before Xu Xingzhi could call him again. It only took about twenty minutes of waiting before he spotted Xu Xingzhi walking over, fishing for his phone. When he waved, Xu Xingzhi smiled and put his phone back in his pocket.


  “Didn’t I say to wait for my call?” Xu Xingzhi asked.


  “It’s not like I have anything better to do after dinner,” said Jiang Cheng. “So…shall we find somewhere to sit down?”


  “Let’s go to the coffee shop on your campus. That way, you won’t have to go back and forth.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.”


  Xu Xingzhi was a pleasant person to be around. Jiang Cheng had never had the occasion to ask anyone for a favor before, though; he couldn’t help feeling a little tense and uneasy, afraid that any wrong gesture or word on his part would put this guy off helping.


  “So, your friend’s sister,” Xu Xingzhi said as they walked together. “Is she going to school?”


  “She was in elementary school but dropped out two years ago. She’s been home ever since.” 


  “Special needs school or a regular elementary?” Xu Xingzhi asked. “Why is she not going anymore?”


  “It’s a regular elementary school. I don’t think they even have a special needs school there,” Jiang Cheng said. “She…hit and injured another student, so she dropped out after that.”


  “Does she usually exhibit aggressive behavior?” 


  “No. I’ve only seen her hit someone that one time, and it was because the kids were scribbling all over her notebook and insulting her.”


  “So she is able to perceive other people’s attitudes, whether friendly or hostile,” Xu Xingzhi mused.


  “Sometimes. But a lot of the time, she doesn’t seem to understand what we’re saying,” Jiang Cheng sighed.


  They kept discussing Gu Miao as they walked, and by the time they arrived at the coffee shop, Jiang Cheng had gradually relaxed. Xu Xingzhi had merely asked one question after another to get to know some details, but his even tone of voice and his steady cadence of speech allowed Jiang Cheng to let down his guard easily. It was probably a trick of the trade.


  Although… Jiang Cheng remembered Zhao Jin and thought that perhaps that wasn’t the case for everybody.


  The coffee shop wasn’t busy at this time of day. The two of them found a corner table and sat down.


  “I’ll get a fruit tea—I’ve had way too much coffee these last couple days,” Xu Xingzhi said just as Jiang Cheng was about to order a pot of coffee.


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng ordered a pot of fruit tea instead. “Were you working into the night? Zhao Ke said you’re about to submit your proposal.”


  “It’s not that exactly. I wouldn’t stay up to work on a proposal.” Xu Xingzhi chuckled. “My cat has been in a bad mood lately, so I stayed up to keep him company.”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng stared in surprise.


  “I’ve spoiled him rotten,” Xu Xingzhi said. “If I don’t play with him, he jumps onto the bed and stomps on my face. If he doesn’t sleep, I don’t sleep.”


  “…Oh.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “You really like cats, huh? I saw that your timeline is full of cats.”


  Xu Xingzhi smiled. “Yeah, as soon as I see a cat, I can’t take another step.” 


  When the fruit tea came, Jiang Cheng poured a cup for Xu Xingzhi and said, “Then am I keeping you from your feline master today? Will he be upset if you get home late?”


  “I’ve prepared him wet food in advance.” Xu Xingzhi pulled out a pen and notebook from his bag. “I’ll take down some information first about your friend’s sister. We can start with the cause of her injury when she was little.”


  “Okay.” Jiang Cheng warmed his hands around the cup. “She…was hurt when her dad threw her against a wall.”


  Xu Xingzhi looked at him. “Biological dad?” 


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Her dad was always abusive; both siblings were afraid of him.”


  “And how is the relationship with their dad now?” Xu Xingzhi jotted down notes.


  “He’s dead… It’s been years now,” said Jiang Cheng.


  Xu Xingzhi’s pen stilled for a moment. “How did he die?”


  “He got drunk and drowned.” Jiang Cheng frowned. He felt a pang in his heart for Gu Fei whenever he thought about this.


  “How long was the interval between her dad hurting her and his death?” asked Xu Xingzhi.


  “That…I’m not so sure.” Jiang Cheng thought for a moment. “My friend never mentioned it.”


  Xu Xingzhi quickly wrote in his notebook. “Since then, has anyone talked to her about her dad?” 


  Jiang Cheng was a little dizzy from the series of questions. “It probably wasn’t brought up again. My friend would rather not think about it himself.”


  “I see.” Xu Xingzhi nodded. “Would it be possible for me to chat with your friend?”


  “Ah?” Jiang Cheng was taken by surprise.


  “No?” Xu Xingzhi looked at him.


  In theory, it would be much simpler for Xu Xingzhi to speak to Gu Fei directly. But right now, with everything still up in the air, he was reluctant to let Gu Fei know about all this; he had already experienced too much disappointment. Gu Fei never divulged the details of Gu Miao’s recent regression to him, but he could sense it in Gu Fei’s mood—the disappointment. He didn’t want Gu Fei to experience dashed hopes again.


  Besides, Gu Fei had never wanted him to carry Gu Miao’s situation around as his own cross to bear. At this point, he hadn’t even figured out how he would tell Gu Fei about all these things he’d done on his own initiative without Gu Fei thinking that he was holding Jiang Cheng back.


  Jiang Cheng was a little caught off guard by Xu Xingzhi’s question. He had no idea how to explain the nuances and complexities of his reasoning to someone he barely knew.


  But Xu Xingzhi didn’t press the matter. He turned his attention downward and continued filling out details in his notebook.


  It was a while later when Jiang Cheng finally said, “I haven’t told my friend about this yet. I just wanted to see…if there’s any way…”


  Xu Xingzhi smiled. “You’re afraid to disappoint him?” 


  “Mm.” Jiang Cheng sighed softly.


  “He must be a very good friend,” Xu Xingzhi said. “That’s understandable. It’s all right—the truth is, I can’t give a solid answer right now. I have to go back and think on it. I have some ideas about the little girl’s condition, but I’d still like to discuss it with my advisor first to see if my initial assessment is correct.”


  Jiang Cheng nodded. “Of course.”


  “If I can help, then we’ll talk about the best way to approach this,” Xu Xingzhi said.


  “Sounds good. Thank you so much.” Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure what else to say. He wasn’t adept at conveying gratitude, but he worried that he’d come off as insincere if he didn’t try his very best. In the end, he only managed to repeat himself. “Really, thank you so much. Thank—”


  “You really don’t need to be so formal.” Xu Xingzhi laughed and took a sip of the fruit tea. “You don’t seem like such a formal person based on your timeline posts.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng rapidly went through the contents of his WeChat Moments in his mind, and suddenly felt a little embarrassed. He didn’t post much, but there was no lack of boasting; things like “world’s most handsome man” and whatnot. “Ah.”


  “So you don’t need to be so formal with me either. I’ve known Zhao Jin for a long time,” Xu Xingzhi said. “She’s helped me a lot in the past, so it’s nothing at all for me to help out her friend.”


  “I’m…her brother’s friend.” Jiang Cheng corrected Xu Xingzhi without thinking. He was still immersed in his mental audit of particularly embarrassing and dorky posts on his Moments timeline.


  “Oh.” Xu Xingzhi paused for a moment, then laughed again. “You’re pretty funny. All right, then—we’re friends now.”


  “Hm?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.


  Xu Xingzhi extended his hand. “Hi, my name is Xu Xingzhi.”


  Jiang Cheng reached out and shook his hand. “Jiang Cheng.”




  Chapter 120


   


  XU XINGZHI WAS A VERY EASY PERSON to talk to, and conversation flowed without difficulty. All one needed to do to avoid awkward silences was to talk about cats. One “meow” and he could go on for three full minutes.


  For someone like Jiang Cheng, who usually felt awkward around strangers and never had much to say, a cat-slave like Xu Xingzhi was great company.


  “All right, I’ve made a note of everything you told me,” he told Jiang Cheng. “I’ll organize my notes when I get home and reach out to you if I think of something. To be honest, the way we’re going about this isn’t technically protocol, which makes it easy to misjudge the situation…but let’s go with this for now. You can also reach out to me if anything else comes to mind.”


  “I will.” Jiang Cheng nodded, and after a moment of thought, spoke up again hesitantly: “So…about the fees…”


  “Fees?” Xu Xingzhi looked at him.


  “I mean, if treatment is possible, then…approximately how much would it cost?” asked Jiang Cheng.


  “An exorbitant amount,” said Xu Xingzhi.


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say.


  “I’m kidding. If I’m able to help out, I won’t charge you anything for it.” Xu Xingzhi smiled. “But other costs associated with treatment won’t be cheap. You may not think so in the short term, but it certainly adds up over time.”


  “Oh.” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt immense pressure bearing down on him. His brain whirred into motion, cogs spinning rapidly. The money from tutoring definitely wouldn’t cover it, since he had to account for his tuition and daily expenses. The usual textbooks and study materials all cost money, so he wouldn’t be able to save much after that. He’d probably need to find another source of income, but that would really put a squeeze on his already jam-packed schedule. As sparks flew in his churning mind, he asked, “Do you have a rough estimate? I have to think about how to budget for it…”


  “Your friend’s little sister,” Xu Xingzhi said, looking at him, “and you’re footing the bill?”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng’s brain ground to a halt. “Um… No, it’s… I…”


  “Well, you won’t need to think about that until the next step in the process anyway,” Xu Xingzhi said. “Whether treatment is possible, how to approach it, and how far it can go—these are all questions to be tackled as they come. Don’t worry too much about it for now. If there’s hope, just hold on to it. She’s only eleven years old; there’s a whole lifetime to go.”


  “Yeah,” Jiang Cheng answered.


  He’s right. If there’s hope, just hold on to it. There’s a whole lifetime to go. It wasn’t just Gu Miao’s lifetime, but Gu Fei’s too.


  Jiang Cheng checked the time as they walked out of the coffee shop—they’d been talking for two hours. “Sorry for taking up so much of your time,” he said.


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Xu Xingzhi. “I wasn’t doing anything today, anyway. You should get back to your dorm.”


  “I’ll walk you to the gate,” Jiang Cheng said. “Are you going back to your campus? How are you getting there?”


  “I live by my campus, I can just walk back.” Xu Xingzhi smiled. “No need to walk me.”


  “I’ll walk you out,” Jiang Cheng insisted.


  Xu Xingzhi glanced at him. “All right, then.”


  “Will your cat master scratch you for being left alone the whole night?”


  “No, he’s very classy. He doesn’t usually use his claws.” Xu Xingzhi laughed. “Normally in these situations, he just ignores me. So I have to placate him.”


  “…Ah.” Jiang Cheng cracked up. A cat that would stomp on your face if you didn’t play with it was classy? “You sure have a big heart.”


  “Mm.” Xu Xingzhi nodded. “No other use for it for a single dog like me.”


  Jiang Cheng laughed, and he felt a surge of pride well up at the mention of single dogs. If he didn’t control himself, he might accidentally commit animal abuse. He needed to control this impulse, especially since he was the one asking for a favor. 


  Still immersed in a gleeful “ha ha ha, tee hee hee, I’m not a single dog, I have a boyfriend, hee hee heee” mood, he took another five seconds before he suddenly recalled what Xu Xingzhi had said before.


  “Your friend’s little sister, and you’re footing the bill?”


  An awkward feeling washed over him. He wondered if Xu Xingzhi had figured anything out. People here were more tolerant and relaxed about this sort of thing, but Jiang Cheng didn’t want to expose himself for no good reason, especially since he had just met Xu Xingzhi and was asking him for help.


  “You should get back,” Xu Xingzhi said when they reached the gates. “I’ll let you know if there’s any news on my end.”


  “Okay. Thank you.” Jiang Cheng watched Xu Xingzhi slowly amble away into the distance before turning to walk back to his dorm.


  His roommates were all still at the library. It was the month before finals, and aside from eating and sleeping, everyone was making use of every free second they had to dig into their books—the atmosphere was almost as tense as the last year of high school.


  Jiang Cheng sat down at his desk and took stock of the neatly stacked books in front of him. Along with the books for his classes, there was also a stack of psychology textbooks, including various case studies.


  Better study first. Jiang Cheng sighed quietly. Looking at those books, he sometimes felt a surge of anxiety and helplessness. How else could he arrange his schedule and how hard did he have to grind in order to hold on to Gu Fei and still stay on the right track academically? He tried not to think too much about it.


  He knew that Gu Fei would never agree to him doing this. Gu Fei had said a long time ago that he didn’t want anyone to make sacrifices for him. If Gu Fei knew what he was doing, he thought, it would surely put more pressure on him. 


  Jiang Cheng pinched the bridge of his nose. Never mind. He wouldn’t dwell on this for now. He would tackle the tasks in front of him and worry about the unsolvable problems later.


  And now—study.


   


  ***


   


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei crouched before Gu Miao. “Gege will ask you one more time—do you really not want to go anymore?”


  Gu Miao kept her head down.


  “Look at me,” said Gu Fei. “Do you not want to go play there again?”


  Gu Miao lifted her head. 


  Gu Fei repeated, “You don’t want to go anymore? Have you made up your mind?”


  Gu Miao nodded.


  For a long time, Gu Fei looked at her in silence. Then he patted her on the arm, stood up, and poured himself a glass of water. When he’d gulped it all down, he finally said, “All right, then. We won’t go.”


  Gu Miao picked up her skateboard happily and waited to follow him out the door.


  “If you’re not going, then I’m going to go to class in the afternoon,” Gu Fei said. “You can play by yourself. Gege only has one class this afternoon. I’ll come home right after, so no need to wait for me there, understand?”


  Gu Miao nodded. After she followed Gu Fei to school on her skateboard, she zoomed breezily back the way they came.


  Gu Fei looked up at the sky and let out a sigh, then slowly walked inside.


  Gu Miao simply refused to go to the therapy center again. He had already tried twice to persuade her, and on both occasions, she’d expressed her resolve via screaming. Gu Fei couldn’t force her to go. Her increasingly frequent screaming exhausted him mentally and physically. If she wouldn’t go, then he had to let it be.


  He’d dropped by the center in the morning to get a refund on the fee he’d already paid, but to no avail. The staff told him the fee was charged per term, not per session, so they couldn’t give him a refund, but they hoped that Gu Miao could continue to attend.


  If this had been the old Gu Fei, with his old temper, he would have gotten the money back no matter what, even if he had to make a scene. This time, however, he turned and left without another word. He was in no mood to say anything else.


  He couldn’t blame Gu Miao, so he blamed only himself. The center had trial classes that charged by the session so people could try it out before committing. Since Gu Miao had been there before, and it seemed to be good for her, he’d opted to commit. But now, after he’d paid so much money, Gu Miao refused to return. He didn’t have the strength for anything else—not even to lose his temper. All he felt was exasperation.


  “Gu Fei.” The class president found him after class. “Do you have a minute?”


  “Mm,” Gu Fei answered as he gathered up his stuff.


  “Here’s the thing,” the class president began. “You know about the school event coming up?”


  “I don’t,” said Gu Fei.


  He really didn’t. He never spent an extra minute on campus outside of actual lessons, and he never interacted with any of his classmates. He would hardly know if anything happened in his class, let alone a school-wide event.


  “You don’t even know about the school event?” The class president laughed. “You’re a real lone wolf, huh?”


  “Get to the point,” said Gu Fei.


  “They’re holding an event with the theme ‘A Song for the School,’ where everyone can help to create a new school anthem…”


  “Not me.” Gu Fei cut him off and stood up. “I don’t have time, and I don’t know how.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know how? You’re too modest.” The class president stood up too. “The other students from Fourth High said you’re a very talented composer.”


  “Who said that?”


  “It’s—” The class president was flustered.


  “Whoever said that,” Gu Fei went on, “can come and talk to me themselves.”


  “…Gu Fei.” After a pause, the class president sighed. “They’ve got someone from every class participating, and everyone wants to bring honor to their class…”


  “So I’m the only one who can bring honor to our class?” asked Gu Fei.


  “You don’t have to put it like that,” the class president said with a frown. “If you don’t want to do it, just say so. You don’t have to be rude about it.”


  “I told you already—I don’t have time.” With that, Gu Fei picked up his things and walked out of the classroom.


  His class president wasn’t a bad person; he was honest and responsible when it came to class affairs. However, even if Gu Fei hadn’t been on a short fuse right now, he wouldn’t have responded very differently. Back at Fourth High, all of the events he’d attended—school and class activities, tournaments, outings—he’d only ever joined for Jiang Cheng’s sake.


  Without Jiang Cheng here, he didn’t want to participate in anything.


  Without Jiang Cheng, he wouldn’t even have attended this school.


  Without Jiang Cheng… He pulled out his phone to check the time. He suddenly missed Jiang Cheng very much.


  Unlike his own, Jiang Cheng’s schedule at U of R was packed with classes. Now that it was close to finals week, Jiang Cheng almost had no time to chat with him. Their calls before bedtime, already cut short, were punctuated by Jiang Cheng’s endless yawns. In any case, these days, it was mostly Jiang Cheng talking, and him listening.


  As he approached the gate, Gu Fei finally sent Jiang Cheng a message. He couldn’t help himself.


  - nothing’s wrong but I just wanted to tell you that I suddenly miss you a lot


  Jiang Cheng’s call came in about three seconds after Gu Fei sent the message; he didn’t even get a chance to put his phone back in his pocket.


  Gu Fei answered the phone. “You’re not in class?”


  “I don’t have class right now.” Gu Fei could hear the smile in Jiang Cheng’s voice. “I’m about to get my things and go spend the rest of the day at the library.”


  “You’re not gonna eat?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Of course I am. Zhao Ke and I will take turns going to eat so one of us can stay and save our library spot,” said Jiang Cheng. “What about you? Done with class?”


  “Mm-hm. I’m about to head home,” said Gu Fei. “Planning to go out later to shoot some night scenes.”


  “Where?” Jiang Cheng asked at once.


  “That place where you arranged the glowing bricks for our birthday,” Gu Fei said. “The grass is wilted now. I’ll go take some photos at sunset, and some more at nighttime.”


  “I wanna see,” said Jiang Cheng.


  Gu Fei smiled. “I’ll send them to you once I’m done with the edits.” 


  “Do you still have mobile data? I want to see your face all of a sudden.”


  “There’s always enough data to look at my face,” said Gu Fei. “But it might be pushing it if you’re planning to rub one out while you look.”


  “Fuck.” Jiang Cheng laughed for a while. “Just your face is fine.”


  Gu Fei hung up and sent him a video call request. When Jiang Cheng’s face appeared on his screen, he suddenly felt a twinge of pain in his heart.


  It’d been a while since they’d last had a video call. Jiang Cheng only had time to chat at night before bed, which was a bad time for video calls, so it had been a month at least since he last saw Jiang Cheng.


  He had lost weight.


  The weight loss was obvious, and not just because Gu Fei was his boyfriend. Anyone with eyes could see that Jiang Cheng had gotten thinner—even his chin was pointier. He looked exhausted, too.


  “How did you lose so much weight?” Gu Fei asked, frowning.


  “Did I?” Jiang Cheng touched his face. “No way. I’ll weigh myself tomorrow in the cafeteria. I don’t really feel it.”


  “What do you eat every day?” asked Gu Fei. “You didn’t lose this much weight in the last year of high school, even though you were killing yourself every day. Didn’t you say the food’s pretty good on campus?”


  “It is pretty good. Besides, I get meat for breakfast, lunch, and dinner…” Jiang Cheng took out a mirror from his drawer, then swiveled around in his chair so he could lean against his desk. “I look in the mirror every day, and I’ve never once thought I’ve lost weight. Maybe it’s the camera that makes me look thin?”


  Gu Fei could see the books on Jiang Cheng’s desk. The tiny bookshelf was bursting with them, and Gu Fei spotted one of the books behind Jiang Cheng’s ear: Psychology…something. Just as he was squinting to get a better look, Jiang Cheng moved the phone closer until his face filled up the whole screen.


  “Still skinny?” he asked.


  “Yes.” Gu Fei nodded. “Have you been studying too hard? There are so many books on your shelf—are they all for your courses?”


  “Yeah, but it’s not that bad, really.” Jiang Cheng smiled as he turned the camera toward his shelf. “There are only three and a half shelves. It’s mainly because of all the…reference books.”


  Jiang Cheng’s view shook violently, as if he suddenly noticed something. He hurriedly turned the camera back to himself, but not before Gu Fei saw the word “psychology” on the cover of several books in a row, even though he couldn’t see the rest of it clearly from just a fleeting glance.


  “Yeah.” Gu Fei gave him a little smile and said very quietly, “Please take care of yourself, Cheng-ge.”


  “Don’t worry,” Jiang Cheng said. “I go for a run every morning.”


  “I’m not saying you don’t exercise,” Gu Fei said. “But when it comes to…studying, you need to pace yourself. Don’t push yourself too hard. I’m not trying to scare you, but you really have lost a lot of weight.”


  “Got it.” Jiang Cheng smiled, then brought the phone closer and gave the camera a smooch.


  “Don’t make me worry about you.” Gu Fei watched him on the screen. Jiang Cheng had taken off the bandage above his right eyebrow. Up close against the camera now, Gu Fei could see a tiny scab.


  No. That wasn’t a scab. A scab this small would’ve fallen off ages ago, once the wound healed—no way would it still be visible.


  Feilock Holmes only stared at the mark for less than two seconds before he figured it out.


  Jiang Cheng had a habit of twirling a pen in his hand when he studied, with the tip of the pen pointed up most of the time. This scar must’ve been from the tip of a pen. The tiny mark looked just like the dot left in Gu Fei’s own palm from the time he’d poked himself with a pen in elementary school.
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  And as to how the pen got all the way up there above his brow, it was so elementary that Feilock Holmes didn’t need to use his powers of deduction.


  After they ended the call, Gu Fei felt a tumult of emotions. His mind was a scrambled mess as he rode his bike home against the chilly wind.


  Jiang Cheng had sent him his class schedule before. Gu Fei might not have memorized the whole thing, but he knew for a fact that Jiang Cheng wasn’t taking any psychology-related courses.


  Jiang Cheng was reading those psychology textbooks for Gu Miao.


  The moment that became clear to him, Gu Fei was overwhelmed by a feeling that was impossible to describe. He’d always feared that Jiang Cheng would take Gu Miao on as his own weight to carry. He couldn’t bear for Jiang Cheng to work himself to the bone for his sake. Nobody had ever done something like that for him. It was a crushing pressure that not even his immediate family could share, and Jiang Cheng had silently taken it on, just like that.


  Gu Fei could no longer tell whether the sharp burning feeling in his chest was because he was touched, or an ache for Jiang Cheng, or his own sense of helplessness. He felt so unsettled that his agitation even seemed to fill the air around him.


  Gu Miao was at the store. Gu Fei had made a detour back home to pick up his camera before he went there. When he went out to take photos, he rarely took Gu Miao along unless she was the subject of the shoot. But he planned to bring her along today.


  These days, he had been trying to get Gu Miao to accept some small amount of change. For example, he no longer promised to never leave. And for another example, he didn’t give her immediate consolation when she screamed.


  The results, however, were not promising.


  He’d been planning to take it easy for a bit, to first make up the money he’d spent on Gu Miao’s therapy classes and proceed from there. But now that he’d seen Jiang Cheng’s drastic weight loss in the span of one short month and the books on that shelf, he felt once more like he had no time to slow down.


  Jiang Cheng would surely say that he didn’t mind, that he was fine, that he could do it and was happy to do it.


  But Gu Fei wasn’t.


  He couldn’t accept a relationship that left no room for even a moment of levity. 


  As long as there was no progress with Gu Miao, he and Jiang Cheng would never be able to escape this life. And even if Jiang Cheng managed to hold strong under the crushing pressure, what would be the point?


  It was his life, so why should Jiang Cheng be the one to bear it?


  “Er-Miao.” Gu Fei set his camera bag on the counter and called out to Gu Miao, who was hopping up and down the front steps on her skateboard. “Wanna come with me to take some photos?”


  Gu Miao’s head quickly emerged from between the door curtains, looking at him with glowing eyes.


  “How’d you work up such a sweat on a cold day like this…? Hat, scarf,” Gu Fei said as he looked at her, “and mittens. Put them on properly. It’s windy out. You’ll catch a cold if you go out all sweaty.”


  Gu Miao came into the store and suited herself up according to his instructions, then looked at him expectantly. Perhaps it had been too long since he last took her out to play—she was being surprisingly obliging.


  “Let’s go.” Gu Fei picked up his camera bag.


  “Da-Fei.” Liu Li poked his head in from the courtyard at the back. “Can you pick up some glass noodles on your way back later?”


  “Don’t you have any in the store?” Gu Fei turned around.


  “She won’t eat it.” Liu Li pointed at Gu Miao. “Just now, I asked if she wanted glass noodles, and she nodded. Then I showed her the bag, and that little popcorn temper of hers… She straight up threw the bag on the ground.”


  “…I see.” Gu Fei sighed. “I’ll bring some back.”


  Once outside, he flicked the top of Gu Miao’s head with a finger. “Er-Miao.”


  Gu Miao looked up at him.


  “Don’t be so rude to Uncle Liu,” said Gu Fei. “Even if you don’t want to eat something, you don’t throw it on the ground, okay?”


  Gu Miao nodded.


  “You’re so good today,” Gu Fei marveled.


  Around these parts, the road was too bumpy for Gu Miao to skate. She walked by his side, holding her skateboard the whole way. When they reached the place where Jiang Cheng had arranged the glowing bricks, though, there was finally some flat ground. She immediately hopped up on her skateboard and zoomed ahead.


  Gu Fei hadn’t been here in a long time. He’d only come back once after that birthday. Memories flooded him as he stood here now: that summer night, the breeze that carried a slight warmth, and Jiang Cheng’s bright eyes and bright smile, shining in the darkness.


  “Go get your present—follow the light.” Jiang Cheng’s voice was especially crisp in his memory—and then there was that swath of brilliant light.


  Gu Fei stood there in silence.


  There was no trace left of that day when they both turned eighteen. The scene before him returned to its usual bleakness. The chipped paint on the abandoned outdoor exercise equipment was the only color in sight. Aside from that, there were only withered weeds, yellow dirt, and the snow piling up on the sides of the road. Fortunately, the sun was still out. There was good lighting at this time of day, and it blanketed everything in a layer of warmth.


  Gu Fei found a rock to sit on, took out his camera, twisted on a lens, and slowly scanned his surroundings through the viewfinder.


  A red blur flitted past.


  Gu Miao was wearing her red puffer jacket today. She dashed across the stark landscape like a vibrant and saturated brushstroke.


  Gu Fei hadn’t managed to press the shutter in time, so he whistled to her.


  Gu Miao quickly responded and flew by in front of him once more. He snapped two shots in succession.


  “Amazing, Er-Miao!” He looked down at the screen, Gu Miao still flitting about in his peripheral vision. “That’s you, flying through the air!”


  Gu Miao was in high spirits. It had been way too long since she came out to take photos with her big brother. The praise from him made her so excited that she kept dashing back and forth in front of Gu Fei.


  “You’re making me dizzy.” Gu Fei laughed. “Go over there and—”


  He looked up to see Gu Miao zoom past once again like a gust of wind, snatching the camera out of his hands.


  “Er-Miao!” Gu Fei called out to her, jumping to his feet. The camera was too heavy for her, and she wasn’t holding it properly. “Stop!”


  But Gu Miao was so excited. Perhaps because Gu Fei hadn’t been looking at her for a while, she’d gotten a little impatient. Gu Fei’s shouts didn’t make much of a difference. Off in her own excited little world, Gu Miao kept flying forward on her skateboard without stopping, speeding all the way to the side of the road where she made a sharp turn.


  It was too late for Gu Fei to catch up to her. He watched as the camera slipped from her hand, the lens facing down, and smashed to the ground.


  “GU MIAO!” 




  Chapter 121


   


  PERHAPS IT WAS THE SHOCK of the camera hitting the pavement, or perhaps because Gu Fei had yelled at her using her full name for the first time, or both—Gu Miao fell off her skateboard and landed on the ground, her eyes wide with fright.


  “How many times have I told you?!” Gu Fei walked up to her, not even bothering to check the extent of the damage to his camera. Irrepressible flames of rage flared inside him, climbing up inch by inch. “You can’t do that!”


  There was no visible reaction from Gu Miao. She stared back at him with large, wide eyes.


  “Why can’t you remember?!” Gu Fei bellowed again. “Why can’t you just remember?!”


  Silence.


  This endless silence from Gu Miao suffocated him, making him feel as though he’d spent a long time locked in a soundless vacuum; he thought he could hear the blood coursing through his veins.


  “Why?!” Gu Fei shouted. Almost all of his strength and fury exploded in this one word. He saw Gu Miao shudder visibly.


  His whole life, he had never shouted at the top of his lungs like this, much less at Gu Miao. But his despairing rage had broken through his last line of defense.


  Ever since he was little, he had made a habit of restraint and endurance. He had always sealed himself off from others as he knuckled down and dealt with his lot in life. Yet, in this moment, his pent-up emotions could no longer be constrained by reason. He wanted to scream, to yell, to shatter something violently, to tear it apart.


  Why?


  “Why?!” Gu Fei could hear that his own voice was on the verge of breaking.


  But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. All the anger and resentment, all the despair and grudging resignation he had bottled up inside him was like a trapped animal, and now a terrible howl rang out as it broke loose in a wild, desperate rampage.


  “Is it my fault?! Is it my fault?” Gu Fei cried. “The way you are now, the way I am—is it my fault? What did I do wrong?! Why should I have to carry all of this?! Why?!” He stared at Gu Miao. “Tell me, Gu Miao—why?! Why should I have to live like this?! Why? Whose fault is it? Whose fault is it?!” 


  Gu Fei felt like he was about to explode. He turned and kicked hard at a piece of brick on the ground and it shattered, the pieces flying everywhere.


  “Why does it have to be me?” Gu Fei kicked at the rubble again and again. “Why? Why?!”


  Behind him, Gu Miao, who had stood frozen in place the whole time, began to scream.


  “Aahh!” Gu Fei turned to face her and joined in. “AAAHH——!”


  Sitting on the ground with her arms around her knees and her eyes squeezed shut, Gu Miao continued screaming at the top of her lungs.


  “Yeah, scream! Go ahead and scream! Aahhh!” Gu Fei yelled. “I want to scream too! Go ahead! Gege will scream with you! AAAH—!”


   


  ***


   


  “You’re tutoring today too?” Zhao Ke looked at Jiang Cheng, who was about to head out the door with his backpack. “I thought that was on the weekend.”


  “Her mom introduced me to a classmate of hers. It’ll be Friday after school and Saturday morning.” Jiang Cheng stuffed a thermos of hot chocolate into his bag. “See you later. Save a spot for me in the library tonight. I can make it back in time—it’s not that far.”


  Zhao Ke didn’t answer. Jiang Cheng waved at him before running out of the dorm. There was no time to eat, so he made do with two fried chicken drumsticks he bought on the way there, washing them down with his hot chocolate.


  Gu Fei had said he’d lost weight. He knew it was true, but he hadn’t expected it to be so obvious that Gu Fei would notice with just a glance. When he went to weigh himself after, he discovered that he’d lost over ten pounds.


  Tsk tsk.


  Jiang Cheng decided to start eating midnight snacks. To be honest, he wasn’t very hungry at night, but if he didn’t put the weight back on, his boyfriend would worry.


  Tutoring itself wasn’t particularly difficult for Jiang Cheng. The annoying part was that the kids all had such personalities. They all started off recalcitrant about having someone who was only a couple of years older than them as a tutor, and they were always looking for a way to knock him down a peg.


  Take today’s student for example, wearing his displeasure plainly on his face. The message was loud and clear: You think you’re better than me? Going to U of R doesn’t mean you’re all that. Anyone can do it with enough question banks.


  Jiang Cheng had no choice but to out-conceit him, meeting the challenge with his own: “Pick any question in any of your textbooks or materials, and if I can’t solve it, I’ll show myself out. Otherwise, you can shut up.”


  When he left the student’s home after the tutoring session, he was right on time to make it to the library. On his way back to campus, he got a call from Xu Xingzhi.


  “I have a few case studies here that are similar to the little girl’s,” Xu Xingzhi told him. “I’ll come meet you later. You can look over them while I ask some more questions and tell you what I think.”


  “Okay,” Jiang Cheng answered readily. “Did all these cases have positive outcomes?”


  “Not all treatments were effective. Therapy is a long process,” said Xu Xingzhi. “They’re also not exactly the same as the one you’re dealing with, but some of the details can give you a better idea on what to expect with this little girl’s situation.”


  “All right.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I’m almost there. I’ll meet you at the gate.”


  Jiang Cheng hung up and sped up.


  It seemed that Xu Xingzhi was willing to help. They had been in constant contact lately, and Xu Xingzhi had asked a lot of questions about Gu Miao. If he could be certain after today’s meeting that Xu Xingzhi could help, then he could finally break the news to Gu Fei. If there could just be some progress…


  “Not all treatments were effective.”


  Jiang Cheng’s footsteps came to a brief halt. If it didn’t work, he didn’t dare to think how much of a blow that would be for Gu Fei.


  He quickly shook his head. He had been reading a lot of different psychology textbooks. Gu Miao’s condition wasn’t actually the most serious when it came to the extent of her social isolation or her inability to relate to her external environment. The biggest problem was simply the fact that she had never received proper, systematic care. Even worse, she’d never even had a precise assessment of her condition and its pathology. It was possible that she had missed the optimal time frame for intervention, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t help to try now. The fact that Jiang Cheng’s appearance in her life and his subsequent departure had elicited such a response from her was the best proof of that.


  When Jiang Cheng arrived outside the gate, Xu Xingzhi was already there, half of his face buried in a scarf.


  “Sorry!” Jiang Cheng jogged up to him. “When did you get here? You must be cold!”


  “Only two minutes ago.” Xu Xingzhi glanced at him and pulled his scarf down a little. “Were you out having fun?”


  “No time for that. I was tutoring.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Have you eaten?”


  “Nope. Are you buying?” asked Xu Xingzhi.


  “Sure, my treat,” said Jiang Cheng. “I haven’t eaten either.”


  “Sounds good.” Xu Xingzhi smiled. “Let’s go to the cafeteria…”


  “No, no, let’s go there.” Jiang Cheng pointed up ahead. “I want a meaty meat pie. Zhao Ke said a new one just opened up there. They’re running a promotion—buy one, get one free.”


  Xu Xingzhi nodded. “All right.”


  Jiang Cheng stopped in his tracks after a few steps. He looked back at Xu Xingzhi. “I forgot to ask what you want to eat. Is there anything in particular you like? We can do that instead.”


  “Meat pies,” said Xu Xingzhi.


  The meat pies at this place were pretty good; they had a wide variety of fillings, too. The flavors were a good complement to the ones at Wang Xu’s place. Jiang Cheng took a bite of one and snapped a photo to send to Gu Fei.


  - the kind of filling Jiuri’s place is missing! I’m going to sell this secret recipe to him when I go back for new year’s. mwahaha


  When Gu Fei didn’t reply, Jiang Cheng checked the time. He figured Gu Fei was probably eating dinner or keeping Gu Miao company right about now.


  “So…” He’d been thinking he should probably wait to mention it until after the meal, but Jiang Cheng was too impatient. “I can take a look at those cases now…?”


  Xu Xingzhi smiled as he took out a folder from his bag and handed it to him. “I’ve printed them out.”


  “Thank you.” Jiang Cheng took the folder with barely contained excitement.


  Inside was a thick stack of case studies. He did a cursory flip through; there were almost twenty in total, including autism and post-traumatic stress disorder, among other conditions.


  “The little girl’s presentation so far doesn’t seem like it’s limited to one specific issue,” Xu Xingzhi said as he ate. “If I see her in person, I’ll be able to make a better judgment based on her behavior. Details like her life before and after the injury, her daily environment, her relationship with her family and with strangers, and how she reacts to different things—I have to see for myself before I can pass judgment.”


  “Okay. I’ll discuss it with my friend.” Jiang Cheng nodded, but he hesitated after a moment. “So, his little sister’s case… You can help, right? Are you sure?”


  “What?” Xu Xingzhi laughed. “We’re already here. I wouldn’t be talking to you about all this if I couldn’t help.”


  Jiang Cheng was so overwhelmed that he nearly leaped to his feet. “Thank you! Thank you, Senior!”


  “You’re welcome,” said Xu Xingzhi. “Were you waiting to confirm with me before you broach the subject with your friend? Afraid that he’ll be disappointed?”


  “…Yeah.” Jiang Cheng was a little embarrassed. “My friend… He really does have it hard. I really don’t want him to be let down again.”


  “Sounds like a very important friend,” Xu Xingzhi said, finger propped against his temple.


  “Yes.” Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “Very important. Extremely important.”


  Xu Xingzhi nodded. “I understand.”


  Jiang Cheng took a swift glance in his direction. There was a hint of a smile in Xu Xingzhi’s eyes, but aside from a simple ah, I understand, it didn’t contain anything else.


  I guess he really did understand. 


  Jiang Cheng sighed to himself. When dealing with people in the field of psychology, he got the feeling that he could be seen right through at any given moment—he hadn’t exactly been subtle.


  After a couple of gulps of soup, Jiang Cheng felt apprehensive again. “But how should we bring her here?”


  “No need to bring her here,” said Xu Xingzhi. “Talk to your friend. I can make a trip there over winter break.”


  “Really?” Jiang Cheng could hardly keep his eyebrows from climbing all the way up his forehead.


  “Yeah,” Xu Xingzhi said with a nod, “really. I have my own considerations too. With the information you’ve provided about the little girl’s condition so far, intervention would be quite effective. Besides, I’ve never worked on a case like hers before.”


  “Thank you.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what else he could possibly say.


  “You…look like you’ve lost quite a bit of weight,” Xu Xingzhi said, looking at him. “I don’t think your chin was this pointy the last time I saw you.”


  “Ah.” Jiang Cheng pinched his chin. “You can tell, huh? I guess the fillers must be working.”


  “Yeah.” Xu Xingzhi was caught off guard for a second before he laughed. “Don’t put so much pressure on yourself. Money problems can always be resolved.”


  Jiang Cheng had been seen through once again. He couldn’t even bring himself to feel embarrassed anymore. He just smiled and said, “I’m fine, really. Lots of my classmates are tutoring on the side.”


  “You can worry about the money later,” said Xu Xingzhi. “Right now, you just have to talk to your bo—”


  Jiang Cheng froze, his eyes widening. 


  Xu Xingzhi didn’t even finish saying the entirety of the word “boy,” but he quickly changed tracks and carried on with a composed expression and not so much as a stutter: “Talk to your friend. The trust and cooperation of family members is key to treatment success. With her condition, we won’t be able to move forward if her family doesn’t cooperate.”


  “Oh,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at him. “Mm.”


  Xu Xingzhi smiled. “Feel free to ask me anything you don’t understand.”


  “Mm-hm,” Jiang Cheng continued.


  The psychology half-expert—who seemed to be able to see through everyone—had made a Freudian slip. 


  For some reason, Jiang Cheng felt like laughing.


  He didn’t mind that Xu Xingzhi had seen through him. Though they started as near strangers, they’d known each other for a while now, and he’d always had the sense that Xu Xingzhi could be trusted. When they were together, he found that he could relax easily, even when he felt awkward.


  Which was why Xu Xingzhi’s smoothly glossed-over slip of the tongue allowed Jiang Cheng to suddenly drop his inhibitions and loosen up. It was a good thing. If Xu Xingzhi knew he had a boyfriend, so be it. After all, Jiang Cheng had been running himself into the ground for Gu Fei over this. It would be exhausting if he had to keep a veil over their relationship at the same time.


  “Those meat pies were pretty good.” Xu Xingzhi rubbed his belly as he walked out of the restaurant. “Next time, it’ll be my treat.”


  “Sure.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “If you go up there during winter break, I can show you this other meat pie place. It’s super-duper guaranteed delicious.”


  Xu Xingzhi laughed. “Sure.”


  The meal hadn’t lasted very long. After saying goodbye to Xu Xingzhi at the front gate, Jiang Cheng made a dash for the library with the folder of case studies under his arm.


  “I thought you weren’t coming. I even told people that you had diarrhea,” Zhao Ke whispered. “It was getting a little awkward saving this seat for you.”


  “Sorry about that,” Jiang Cheng whispered back as he sat down. “I’ll buy you food later.”


  “What were you doing?” asked Zhao Ke. “I thought tutoring was only an hour?”


  “Xu Xingzhi came by, so we talked for a while,” said Jiang Cheng. “He agreed to help.”


  “Really? That’s amazing,” said Zhao Ke. “Though I honestly didn’t expect him to agree so easily.”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him.


  “He’s pretty hard to convince most of the time,” said Zhao Ke. “Usually, if anyone wants to see him for a psych consult or something, he refers them to someone else. And this little girl lives so far away.”


  “He said her case is a little more unusual.”


  “With such an impressive advisor, unusual cases aren’t that unusual to him either.”


  “So…” Jiang Cheng looked at Zhao Ke blankly, suddenly a little disoriented at this new information.


  Zhao Ke looked back at him.


  Then, it was as though a lightbulb went off for both of them.


  “Did you—” Zhao Ke was about to say something when a student sitting beside them rapped gently on the table.


  “Sorry about that. Sorry,” both of them chorused, and immediately ended the conversation, putting their heads down to study.


  When the library closed for the night, Jiang Cheng took Zhao Ke out for a midnight snack. He got chicken wings and Zhao Ke got deep-fried scorpions.


  “How can you bring yourself to eat those things?” Jiang Cheng found it baffling.


  Zhao Ke held a skewered scorpion up to Jiang Cheng’s mouth. “That’s a mystery you can only solve through practical experience.”


  Jiang Cheng dodged him. “It’s not a mystery I need to solve.”


  On their way back to the dorm after they’d eaten, Jiang Cheng took out his phone for a quick glance. He’d messaged Gu Fei as soon as they came out of the library, but even after the scorpions, Gu Fei still hadn’t responded. He hadn’t heard from Gu Fei since before the message he’d sent this afternoon at the meat pie place.


  This had never happened before.


  Did something come up? Was he too busy? Did he fall asleep?


  Jiang Cheng went back and forth on whether he should give Gu Fei a call, but after staring at his phone for a long time, he still didn’t make a move.


  He wouldn’t have hesitated in the past, but recently he got the feeling that Gu Fei was under a lot of pressure. Or was it Jiang Cheng himself who was under too much pressure? He always worried that he would be calling at a bad time.


  Would it distract Gu Fei from working on his photos?


  Would it disrupt Gu Fei’s playtime with Gu Miao?


  Would it disturb Gu Fei’s sleep?


  “Did you tell Xu Xingzhi,” Zhao Ke said, glancing at him, “about you and your boyfriend?”


  Jiang Cheng turned to him. “Hm?”


  As their eyes met, the contemplative atmosphere from the library surfaced again. “He…” This time, nobody interrupted him, so Jiang Cheng pressed on, “Is Xu Xingzhi…?”


  “Yeah,” said Zhao Ke.


  “What the—?” Jiang Cheng blinked. “How did you know?”


  “I used to think he was going out with Zhao Jin, so I asked. His sexual orientation isn’t exactly a secret.” 


  “…Why didn’t you say so from the start?” Jiang Cheng was stunned.


  “Why would I talk about that? It’s none of my business,” Zhao Ke said, looking at him. “You were meeting him so he could help that little girl, not for a blind date.”


  “Ah. True.” Jiang Cheng was still unable to fully wrap his mind around it.


  “Did you tell him that she’s your boyfriend’s sister?” asked Zhao Ke.


  “No,” said Jiang Cheng. “But I feel like he’s…figured it out.”


  “Oh.” Zhao Ke didn’t say anything else.


   


  ***


   


  Back in the dorm, Lu Shi and Zhang Qiqi were both on their bunks, still studying.


  Jiang Cheng put his stuff away before walking out onto the walkway with his phone. He still wanted to give Gu Fei a call. After all, this was the first time Gu Fei had gone a whole day without contacting him.


  He glanced at the time. Usually Gu Fei wouldn’t be asleep yet at this hour. He tapped on the call button only to be met with a long silence—so long that he thought maybe he hadn’t actually pressed it. 


  Just as he was about to check the screen, an automated voice came on the line: “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed is unavailable at the moment. Please try again later.”


  Jiang Cheng stared at his phone in confusion. Unavailable?


  He hung up and called again. It still didn’t go through.


  Had Gu Fei’s phone run out of battery? Or was there something wrong with his own phone?


  Jiang Cheng rebooted his phone and tried calling for a third time.


  “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed is unavailable at the moment. Please try again later.”


  What was going on?


  Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little uneasy. Frowning, he hung up the call, opened WeChat, and tapped into Gu Fei’s Moments.


  His most recent post was from last week. It was a photo of a sunrise; the light shone through the gap between a few old buildings, drawing a long flare across the frame. The caption was only two words: good morning. Below that was a comment from Jiang Cheng, consisting of a single sun emoji.


  He couldn’t find anything amiss in Gu Fei’s Moments. Jiang Cheng was at a loss for what to do.


  Technically, there might be all sorts of reasons for the call not going through: dead battery, broken phone, or maybe the phone had been placed in a pocket and forgotten in a closet somewhere. But for some reason, at this moment, Jiang Cheng panicked.


  He stood in the walkway for another five minutes, spaced out for a while, then tried calling a few more times to no avail.


  He opened his contact list and tapped on Li Yan’s name. He stared at it for a long time. Then he closed the contact card—only to tap it open a few minutes later, then close it once again.


  Li Yan didn’t live with Gu Fei, and they didn’t talk to each other every day. He wouldn’t necessarily know if something had happened to him. And besides, calling up Gu Fei’s friend after only one day of no contact felt…a little strange.


  He lingered in the walkway until Zhao Ke poked his head out to check on him. Finally, he went back inside, but not before sending another message to Gu Fei:


  - is something wrong with your phone? I can’t get through. I’m pretty free tomorrow, call me, ok?


   


  ***


   


  “Da-Fei!” Liu Li stood outside his bedroom, knocking on his door. “Come outside. We have to talk.”


  Gu Fei didn’t answer. He stayed where he was, leaning against the headboard of his bed.


  It was dark in the room—hard to tell what time it was now, or whether “now” was yesterday, today, or tomorrow. A tiny figure shrank itself into the lounge chair by the window; it was Gu Miao, who’d wrapped her arms around her legs and curled herself into a ball. She’d been huddled up in a little corner of the chair, not eating, not drinking, and not moving. He wasn’t sure how long for; it seemed like both a short while and a whole lifetime. 


  Gu Fei couldn’t begin to describe how it made him feel.


  He wasn’t sure what kind of blow he had dealt her with his yelling, but even though Gu Miao had been so frightened by his outburst of rage that she wouldn’t stop shaking and screaming, she still refused to leave this room. 


  Gu Fei didn’t know what else he could do.


  Liu Li was very angry. Gu Fei could understand why. His little sister had been screamed back into her shell. When his mom had come to demand an explanation from him, he’d shoved her to the ground. And when Liu Li had stepped in to stop him, he’d turned and beat the guy up.


  Gu Fei didn’t know what was wrong with him. In that moment, appalling violence seemed to be his only form of release. When he exploded in rage and raised his hand, he could almost see the shadow of that man—the one whose mere footsteps had once terrified him.


  It had struck him with horror and confusion.


  He didn’t know how long Liu Li stood there knocking. It wasn’t until the voice on the other side of the door changed to Li Yan’s that he turned his head slightly.


  “Da-Fei,” Li Yan said. “I’m not here to talk. I’m here to remind you.”


  Gu Fei looked at the door.


  “It’s been two days,” said Li Yan. “Jiang Cheng hasn’t been able to reach you for two days. The least you can do is give him a call. Out of everyone who cares about you, he’s the only one who has no idea what’s going on.”


  Jiang Cheng. Gu Fei leaned a little further back, pressing his head against the wall. Has it been two days?


  From his sea of numbness, he suddenly felt a little ache in his heart.


  “I’m coming in now,” Li Yan said. “I’m breaking the lock. And if you dare lift a finger against me when I come in, you can kiss our friendship goodbye.”


  Gu Fei struggled to sit up a little straighter.




  Chapter 122


   


  IT WASN’T CLEAR what Li Yan had used to pry the door open. He came in holding a glass of water in each hand and flipped on the light switch with his elbow.


  The sudden flood of light that filled the room knocked the air out of Gu Fei’s lungs. Throbbing pain rapidly radiated outward from his eyes as his head, neck, and shoulders all proceeded to ache as well.


  He lifted a hand to shield his eyes. “Turn it off.”


  As the words came out of his mouth, they were both taken aback. His voice sounded so hoarse that he could hardly recognize it as his own. It sounded like his mouth was filled with sand.


  Li Yan set the water down so he could switch the ceiling light off again. Then he switched on the desk lamp and turned the lampshade to face downward. As the light dimmed in the room, Gu Fei felt much better.


  “Have some water, Er-Miao.” Li Yan crouched down in front of Gu Miao. “You must be thirsty.”


  It took a few more moments, but Gu Miao finally stirred. She took the glass, tossed her head back, and started chugging. When she’d emptied the whole glass of water, she wiped her mouth.


  “Are you hungry?” asked Li Yan. “Er-Miao, look at me. Are you hungry? If you want, there’s some cake on the table outside, and those jelly cups you like.”


  Gu Miao didn’t move. She was looking at Gu Fei.


  “Your brother is fine,” said Li Yan. “He’ll be out soon. You should go ahead and eat something.”


  Gu Miao slowly slid down the chair and, staying close to the wall, walked out of the room.


  Li Yan handed the other glass of water to Gu Fei. “What happened exactly? Your camera broke?”


  Gu Fei took a sip and didn’t answer. It had been so long since he last ate, drank, or spoke, that when the water slid down his throat, it stung a little. He felt a little better after another few gulps, but it still felt a little hard to breathe. It was then that he realized his throat must be inflamed.


  As Gu Fei finished the whole glass of water, the dull numbness finally began to subside from his body, but this was immediately followed by a rush of exhaustion and weakness. It wasn’t a physical fatigue, but a deep sense of powerlessness that arose from his very spirit. It made him not want to move ever again. He would fall whichever way the wind blew and go wherever the current took him. He didn’t want to fight it anymore.


  “Has Jiang Cheng called you?” Gu Fei asked, still croaking. It sounded terrible, even to his own ears.


  “Mm,” Li Yan said. “I told him you dropped your phone and broke it.”


  “Did he believe you?” 


  “No.”


  “My phone really is broken.” Gu Fei lifted his hand. “Let me use yours for a sec.”


  Li Yan took out his phone and placed it in Gu Fei’s hand.


  As the cell phone landed in his palm, it felt as if the strength of his entire arm wasn’t enough to lift this little object—in the moment he held it, the phone felt like a brick, and his hand dropped limply onto the mattress with its weight. 


  “Why don’t you go watch Gu Miao for a while?” he said, after a few seconds.


  “Da-Fei.” Li Yan looked at him as if he wanted to say something. But Gu Fei didn’t look at him, and after standing there beside Gu Fei a little longer, Li Yan turned to leave and closed the door behind him.


  The most recent entry in Li Yan’s call log was Jiang Cheng’s number; he had apparently called an hour ago.


  Gu Fei stared at the name until the screen blacked out.


  He spaced out like that for a while, and then he turned the screen on again and tapped Jiang Cheng’s name. The phone gently vibrated before he even raised it to his ear, a sign that Jiang Cheng had picked up the call on the other end. “Li Yan?”


  “It’s me,” Gu Fei said.


  “Gu Fei?” There was a tinge of heightened anxiety to Jiang Cheng’s voice, but also a sense of immediate relief at finally hearing Gu Fei speak to him. “Shit, is your phone really broken?”


  “Yeah,” Gu Fei answered.


  It felt like a lifetime since he last heard Jiang Cheng’s voice. He closed his eyes.


  “What’s wrong?” Jiang Cheng paused. “Are you sick? Why is your voice so hoarse?”


  “Sore throat,” Gu Fei simply said.


  “Did…something happen?” Jiang Cheng asked.


  The hesitant, careful line of questioning made Gu Fei’s heart clench; it felt as if someone had grabbed it and squeezed hard.


  “Er-Miao dropped my camera and broke the lens,” said Gu Fei.


  “Ah. She probably wasn’t holding it properly, huh?” It took a second, but Jiang Cheng’s voice quickly lightened up. “Is that all? Which lens is it? Heh, I’ll get you a new one. Your Cheng-ge just picked up the tutoring money today.”


  “I smashed my phone to pieces,” said Gu Fei.


  “No problem.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “You’ve been using that phone for a pretty long time, haven’t you? Last time I played Aixiaochu for you, it froze for five whole seconds when I tried to do a big combo. No problem, Cheng-ge will get you—”


  “Can you…” Gu Fei cut him off. The forced levity in Jiang Cheng’s voice, although he was so obviously unconvinced, was like a knife to the ribs. It hurt so much that he could hardly catch his breath. “…Can you stop worrying about me?”


  It suddenly got quiet on Jiang Cheng’s end.


  Gu Fei was quiet too.


  After a few moments of silence, Jiang Cheng spoke up again: “What do you mean?”


  “How many part-time jobs do you have?” Gu Fei asked.


  “Just the two tutoring jobs,” said Jiang Cheng. “The weekend and—”


  “No way two is enough,” said Gu Fei, “with so many expenses to pay for.”


  “Huh?” Jiang Cheng blinked.


  “You’ll probably need three or four jobs to make it work, hm?” Gu Fei closed his eyes. “You have to go to class, study, learn psychology on the side, work part-time, and on top of that, worry about your boyfriend and his little sister’s problems.”


  Jiang Cheng was quiet.


  “Do you ever look in the mirror?” said Gu Fei. “Don’t you know how exhausted you look?”


  “I’m not tired,” said Jiang Cheng, his voice a little stiff.


  “You’ve been at school for a whole semester now. Have you gone out more than half a mile from campus for anything except tutoring? A few times you mentioned that the other guys go out for fun. Why don’t you?”


  Jiang Cheng stayed quiet.


  “You don’t have time,” said Gu Fei, “because you have to spend all of your free time on your boyfriend and his little sister.”


  “Everyone works pretty hard here. I don’t think I’m all that different,” said Jiang Cheng. “I’m not interested in going out anyway.”


  “Do you even know why you’re in a relationship?” asked Gu Fei. “Do you not see what this relationship has done to you?”


  “There’s no standard way for people to behave in relationships—everyone is different. Why do we have to be like everyone else?” Jiang Cheng’s voice started to sound a little raspy. “I told you, I don’t mind. I’m happy to do it. I’m not tired. Besides, I already have some leads on—”


  “But I’m tired,” said Gu Fei.


  The call went very quiet. Only the sound of Jiang Cheng’s breathing could be heard. After a long silence, he finally asked, “What?”


  “I’m tired,” Gu Fei repeated.


  “What did you say?” There was a quiver in Jiang Cheng’s voice. It sounded so hoarse that the last two syllables didn’t even make a sound.


  “I’m tired, Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei carefully enunciated each word. “Stop holding on to me. I don’t want to be pulled along anymore. Let’s just forget it.”


  There was total silence on Jiang Cheng’s end—this time, even the breathing had stopped.


  Gu Fei held the phone up to his face and tapped on the screen to hang up. Then he turned Li Yan’s phone off.


   


  ***


   


  “Are you all right?” Zhao Ke was standing in the first floor bathroom with Jiang Cheng.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, just waved a hand at him.


  “You’ve thrown up, what, three times in one hour?” Zhao Ke checked the time. “And now you’ve lost your voice, and you say you’re all right?”


  Jiang Cheng coughed a couple of times before turning to the sink beside him to wash his face. He had to splash water on his face a dozen times before he managed to recover slightly from the intense twisting pain in his stomach.


  “You should go to the hospital and get checked out,” Zhao Ke said as he followed him back to their dorm room. “I’ve been eating and drinking the same things as you all day, so it can’t be food poisoning. Come on, go check it out. What if it’s serious? Your voice can’t just suddenly disappear like that!”


  Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone, opened his notes app, and typed:


  - acute stress response


  “Stress?” Zhao Ke looked at him. “What kind of acute stress did you have that made you respond like this?”


  - you should go to class, I’ll be fine after I get some sleep


  Jiang Cheng cupped his fists and gave Zhao Ke a little kung fu salute before he went back to their room. He climbed onto his bunk with all his clothes on, dove right into the pillow, and closed his eyes.


  “Call me if you need anything.” Zhao Ke poured warm water into Jiang Cheng’s thermos and placed it by his pillow, then climbed up the ladder to pull the covers over him. He stood by the bed for a while before he finally left.


  Go to sleep.


  Hurry and go to sleep.


  Sleep now.


  It’ll be fine once you’re asleep. You won’t know anything once you’re asleep. It won’t hurt once you’re asleep. You won’t remember anything once you’re asleep…


  Go to sleep.


  Stop thinking. Just sleep.


  But I’m tired.


  I’m tired.


  I’m tired, Cheng-ge.


  Stop holding on to me.


  Sleep.


  Go to sleep.


  I’m begging you, Jiang Cheng, just sleep.


  Hurry up and sleep.


  Gu Fei gave up.


  Gu Fei actually gave up.


  Jiang Cheng could feel his jaw clenching tightly. It wasn’t just his jaw. His whole body was tense; even his toes were curled. His hands were balled into fists so tight that his thumbs hurt in their grasp. His stomach was starting to act up again, but he knew there was nothing left in there to throw up, not even water.


  He curled in on himself, trying hard to alleviate the discomfort churning in his stomach, but it was no use. The pain soon spread to his chest. It felt as though someone had grabbed his heart and gripped it tight, squeezing it until it was about to burst. He couldn’t breathe. Every time he tried, the pain would escape his chest and crawl along his nerves to the rest of his body.


  His chest. His back. His arms…


  I’m having a heart attack.


  Do you have a heart condition, Jiang Cheng?


  He laughed.


  He laughed so hard that he couldn’t stop, even though he couldn’t hear his own voice. There was no sound left in him. He couldn’t even laugh out loud.


  Eventually, the tears flowed.


  Took him long enough.


  He’d thought he wouldn’t cry. He was so numb and disoriented, he couldn’t fully absorb what had happened—he thought he’d be able to just carry on like this and get over it.


  But he ended up crying anyway—outright sobbing, even.


  Pussy.


  There weren’t that many tears, truly. Jiang Cheng wiped his hand over his face. Maybe because there was no sound.


  So this is what losing your voice feels like, he thought. Unable to laugh or cry out loud.


  When his hand touched something soft, he opened his eyes. The teru teru bozu next to his pillow looked back at him, its black eyes shining bright.


  In that instant, Jiang Cheng thought he might really have a breakdown. He pulled the doll into his arms and hugged it fiercely.


  Aaaaah—!


  He wanted to throw his entire body into crying out, to do it forcefully and loudly. Perhaps a completely dedicated wailing session was the only thing that could make him feel a little better.


  But it was impossible; he could only hear a raspy rustle in his throat.


  How unsatisfying.


  How frustrating.


   


  ***


   


  Jiang Cheng spent the whole night curled up in his bunk. He didn’t know whether he was awake or asleep. It was a chaotic night.


  When he opened his eyes, he saw a small patch of sunlight on the wall in front of his bed. He stared at it for a long time.


  “Jiang Cheng?” Zhao Ke’s voice rang out from below. “There’s congee. Come down and have some.”


  Okay.


  Jiang Cheng wanted to answer, but his voice still made no sound. In fact, it seemed even worse today.


  He let out a soft sigh and slowly sat up.


  His head was about to burst. The moment he sat upright, it felt like everything in and out of his body was weighing him down so heavily that he could hardly straighten his back.


  The teru teru bozu was still in his arms, its eyes as bright as ever. He set it back beside his pillow. Then he withdrew his hand, thought for a second, and reached out again to give it two pats on the head.


  When he climbed down from his bunk, Zhao Ke, who never cursed, took one look at him and exclaimed with utmost sincerity: “Fuck.”


  Jiang Cheng touched his own face. He thought it felt all right; he didn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. Or…could he have developed a head of silver hair overnight? He swiftly pulled open his drawer and took out a small mirror to check his reflection.


  His hair was still dark. Very good. It was certainly messy, though. His eyes were swollen, and his face looked grubby. Imprints from the creases on his pillow marked his skin, and he looked pretty terrible in a general sense, his complexion sallow.


  He tossed the mirror back into the drawer and cleaned his face haphazardly with a wet wipe.


  “Is your voice any better?” Zhao Ke asked, opening a takeout container on his desk.


  Jiang Cheng cleared his throat and attempted an “ah,” but no sound came out. He shook his head, sat down at his desk, and accepted the spoon Zhao Ke offered him, scooping big spoonfuls of congee into his mouth.


  “Do you still feel nauseous?” Zhao Ke asked, sitting down beside him.


  Jiang Cheng shook his head.


  “That’s good to hear. You scared us with the way you were vomiting yesterday. Lu Shi and Qiqi ran out last night and bought a bunch of medicine for nausea and bowel inflammation and all that.”


  Jiang Cheng turned and gave him a little smile.


  “You should see the way you smiled just now.” Zhao Ke sighed. “If I take a photo and post it, I bet your name will never show up on the confession page ever again.”


  Jiang Cheng lowered his head and cackled at his food in complete silence—like a tickled mime.


  “You should take time off from class today,” Zhao Ke told him. “Use the morning to rest.”


  Jiang Cheng shook his head.


  Zhao Ke looked at him. “No time off?”


  Jiang Cheng shook his head.


  “…A half day should be okay, right?”


  Jiang Cheng tapped a few times on his phone and showed him the screen.


  - I can’t stop


  “…Whatever you say, I guess.” Zhao Ke glanced at him and stood up. “Hurry up and eat, then. It’s a big lecture today. We’ll have to squish in the back again if we’re late.”


  It could have been the poor sleep he had the night before, but Jiang Cheng was unsteady on his feet as he went to wash up. The soles of his slippers felt fluffier than ever before.


  As he washed his face, he started to feel much more awake. However, when he straightened up and the beads of cool water disappeared from his cheeks, he sank back into a haze once again. As he followed Zhao Ke to the lecture, he felt like he was wading through fog the entire way. He couldn’t see or hear clearly, and the ground felt soft beneath his feet. It was as if he was hung over.


  Zhao Ke turned back to him. “Do you need me to hold you steady?”


  Jiang Cheng laughed as he mouthed, Fuck off.


  “I don’t like getting into other people’s business, but…” Zhao Ke slowed down and walked beside Jiang Cheng. “If you really want to talk to someone about it, I can always listen.”


  Jiang Cheng pointed at his own throat.


  “I mean when you can speak again,” said Zhao Ke.


  Jiang Cheng nodded.


  He didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to say anything. He didn’t want to mention this in front of anyone right now. He couldn’t bring himself to think about it—refused to think about it.


  About why Gu Fei did that. About what Gu Fei was feeling when he said those words.


  Why.


  Why?


  Why would a person who’d once said “I’m right here behind you” suddenly say words like that?


  Cold and composed, leaving no room for negotiation.


  Why?


  I don’t have a home anymore, Gu Fei.


  But it’ll be all right as long as I have you. You’re family.


  The feeling of losing everything, of not having anything concrete within his reach—it was more than he could bear.


   


  ***


   


  The lecture hall was already filled with students when they arrived. Lu Shi waved at them, and they squeezed their way over to the seats he’d saved.


  “You sure you’re okay, Jiang Cheng?” Zhang Qiqi turned around from his seat in the row in front of them. “You look terrible.”


  Jiang Cheng shook his head. He took out his textbook, opened it, and started to read.


  An Introduction to Economic Law. Those five words were all he could read—everything else was incomprehensible. He closed his eyes. Only when the professor began speaking did he open his eyes again, forcing himself to concentrate on the lecture.


  Normally he could focus no matter what else was going on around him, but he wasn’t so successful today. He could barely try to concentrate on the lecture for a single minute before his mind would start wandering. He had no choice but to close his eyes again, adjust his breathing, and reopen them.


  It didn’t take very long for these attempts to wear him out. The exhaustion weighed so heavily on him that he felt like his body would sink straight down through the chair, past the floor, and into the deepest depths of the earth.


  He’d been planning to stick it out for at least one class, then go back to the dorm to sleep afterward if he had to, but his stomach had started hurting again.


  When had he become so delicate? He pressed his hand against his stomach.


  Oh, Contestant Jiang Cheng is so fragile right now. He can’t withstand any damage! From the looks of it, if he doesn’t adjust himself soon, it’s gonna get real bad!


  Jiang Cheng didn’t make it to the end of class. The intense nausea overwhelmed him again, except there were things in his stomach to be puked out now.


  He stood up with one hand on his stomach, striding straight over Zhao Ke’s seat into the aisle because he couldn’t wait for him to make room. As his foot landed on the floor, he felt a rush of weakness from the churning in his guts.


  “Do you need to puke?” Zhao Ke asked quietly, giving him a hand.


  Jiang Cheng didn’t have time to answer as he doubled over and jogged toward the door.


  He hadn’t made it two steps when he realized that it wasn’t going to end well. The feeling of total fatigue he’d felt yesterday, after vomiting his guts out, suddenly surfaced again, and it abruptly felt impossible to take another step.


  Fuck.


  As his left foot tripped over his right and his whole body pitched forward in a downward arc, he thought about how interesting his life was. 


  Look, everyone! What a rare sight! In a hall full of people, Contestant Jiang Cheng performs an amazing axel twist mid-run!


   


  ***


   


  “Didn’t you have an old cell phone?” Gu Fei’s mom asked as she rummaged through the drawers in the living room. “Where’d you put it? Why don’t you use that one for now?”


  “It’s okay,” said Gu Fei.


  “Then what will you use?” His mom turned to him.


  “I don’t need a phone anymore.”


  “You…” She looked as though she was about to say something, but a few seconds passed, and she didn’t manage to get it out.


  Gu Fei had class today. He glanced at the clock on the wall. He’d be late unless he left soon.


  If he was late, so be it. Or maybe he should just skip the class.


  Sitting unmoving on the couch, he watched Gu Miao as she leaned over the coffee table, drawing away.


  Gu Miao had been very quiet for the past few days, interacting very little with other people, whether through body language or eye contact. She hardly went out on her skateboard, either. She’d been drawing all day instead: rows upon rows of green bunnies. She’d already accumulated a stack of bunny-filled pages beside her, and the pile only continued to grow.


  Gu Fei stood up and went back to his room.


  There was a camera lens on his desk. Ding Zhuxin had bought it for him. It was even better than the one he’d had before. 


  He still hadn’t thrown away the old lens with the shattered glass, though he wasn’t sure why he’d kept it or what it was still good for. It was like that with many things—kept around without knowing why, but kept nonetheless. The pile of colorful phosphorescent bricks in his closet, for example.


  Gu Fei closed the windows and the door and pulled the curtains tight. Once his room dimmed down, he opened the door of his closet and pulled up a chair to sit in front of it, holding a lit cigarette between his lips.


  He stared at the section of the closet that had been cleared of clothes and now contained a few neatly stacked piles of bricks.


  Three cigarettes later, Gu Miao knocked on his door.


  Gu Fei stood up, closed the closet door, and opened the curtains and windows. As the northerly wind swept in, he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.


  Gu Miao stood outside the door with a sheet of paper in her hand. When he opened the door, she handed the paper to him.


  It was a recently finished page of green bunnies.


  “Looking good,” said Gu Fei.


  Gu Miao turned, went back to her spot by the coffee table, and continued to draw.


  “I’m going out for a while.” Gu Fei carefully folded the sheet of paper and placed it beside his pillow, then picked up the camera on his desk. “If I’m not back by noon, go to the store and have lunch without me.”


  Gu Miao didn’t respond; her attention was focused on drawing.


  Gu Fei glanced at her, then opened the door and walked out.


  It was snowing.


  Quite heavily, in fact. By the looks of it, the snow had been falling for a while. He just hadn’t noticed. No wonder Gu Miao didn’t go out to play on her skateboard.


  He tightened his scarf and yanked the hood of his down jacket over his head. His hand trembled ever so slightly as he pulled the zipper up.


  “Let’s get two, couples’ style. What do you think?” Jiang Cheng said from beside him.


  A few seconds later, Gu Fei turned to go back in. He dug out another jacket and changed into it before heading out again.


  He didn’t take his bike or his motorcycle, nor the little dumpling car. Camera bag in hand, he let his feet carry him slowly down the street.


  This place hadn’t changed much in the past few decades. Not even the streets had been widened for more traffic. There were countless marks across every inch of the ground, every wall. With every step you took, every glance you cast, you saw marks left behind by people who had come and gone.
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  But often the traces you remember are the ones left by one person alone. Maybe the memory of him hovering in some corner and watching you walk away. Or standing in a window, pulling back his slingshot and taking aim at you…


  Gu Fei sniffed. He pulled his scarf open a slit so the cold air could pour in over his chin, down his neck, and around his body. He quickened his steps.


  He stood at the edge of the rooftop, a thick layer of snow beneath his feet and the sharp howls of the wind in his ears. There was no hurdling in the winter.


  He looked out. Everything was covered in a blanket of white.


  Gu Fei lifted his camera and looked through the viewfinder at this suddenly unfamiliar world.




  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  Characters


   


  JIANG CHENG 蒋丞


  “Returned” by his adoptive parents, he moves to the Steelworks in the middle of eleventh grade to live with his birth father and attend Fourth High, but has since moved out and lives on his own.


   


  GU FEI 顾飞


  Jiang Cheng’s boyfriend and infamous in the neighborhood for his ruthlessness. He lives with his mother and little sister, and also attends Fourth High.


   


  FAMILY


   


  GU MIAO 顾淼: Gu Fei’s younger sister. Loves to skateboard; only speaks to Gu Fei. 


  GU FEI’S MOTHER: Harbors a naive dream of finding true love. 


  LI BAOGUO 李保国: Jiang Cheng’s birth father, a noisy, alcoholic gambler, now deceased.


  LI QIAN 李倩: Jiang Cheng’s older sister.


  SHEN YIQING 沈一清: Jiang Cheng’s former adoptive mother.


  PAN ZHI 潘智: Jiang Cheng’s best friend.


   


  STEELWORKS


   


  DING ZHUXIN 丁竹心: Gu Fei’s childhood friend and former neighbor.


  LI YAN 李炎: Gu Fei’s friend.


  FRESH OUT OF JAIL 不是好鸟: Four of Gu Fei’s friends—Liu Fan 帆, Luo Yu 罗宇, Zhao Yihui 赵一辉, and Chen Jie 陈杰. They are older than him and aren’t currently in school.


  PONYTAIL GUY: Gu Fei’s mother’s boyfriend. He rides a motorcycle and wears his hair in a ponytail.


   


  UNIVERSITY


   


  ZHAO KE 赵柯: Jiang Cheng’s roommate and first friend at university. 


  ZHANG QIQI 张齐齐 & LU SHI 陆实: Jiang Cheng’s other roommates.


  ZHAO JIN 赵劲: Zhao Ke’s fashionable older sister. A graduate student in clinical psychology at PKU.


  XU XINGZHI 许行之: Zhao Jin’s friend who is also a graduate student in clinical psychology.


  ZHANG DANTONG 张丹彤: Zhao Jin’s high school friend and Zhao Ke’s crush. A law graduate student.


   


  Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags:


  -GE/GEGE: Used to refer to older boys or men in an informal way. Literally means “older brother.”


  -JIE/JIEJIE: Used to refer to older girls or women in an informal way. Literally means “older sister.”


  LAO: Usually added as a prefix to a surname as a familiar way of referring to someone older. (e.g. Lao-Xu)


  ER-: Added as a prefix to a second child’s name (e.g., Er-Miao).


  -ER: Added as a suffix to turn a name into a familiar diminutive (e.g., Cheng-er).


  DA-: Added as a prefix to a name as a sign of respect, especially for someone older (e.g., Da-Fei).


  -ZONG: Usually used as a suffix for CEOs or people of high rank. Students attach it to the end of a surname to refer casually to a teacher, indicative of their rapport (e.g., Xu-zong).


  NAME-DOUBLING: A cute way to nickname someone, adults often use this with very young children (e.g., Chengcheng).




  Glossary


   


  MAINLAND CHINESE SCHOOL SYSTEM


   


  SCHOOL YEARS AND EXAMS: Most Chinese students go through six years of elementary school (小学), followed by three years of middle school (初中) and three years of high school (高中). At the end of middle school, all students who wish to proceed to regular high schools will take the standardized high school entrance exams (zhongkao, 中考). The first nine years from grade one to grade nine are mandatory education. After grade nine, those who don’t make it into the regular high schools will either start working or enter a vocational school, trade school, or technical college. Students at the end of regular high school will then take the university entrance exams (gaokao, 高考) for admission to domestic universities. The gaokao is widely considered the single most important event in a young Chinese person’s life and their best opportunity at crossing the class divide.


   


  HIGH SCHOOL STREAMING: In most regular high schools, classes are sorted first by streams (STEM or humanities), then by academic performance. This sorting usually happens before the first or second year of high school, after which the students largely stay with the same class throughout their high school years. Each class has a homeroom teacher who is responsible for that class, in addition to their usual teaching duties, and will stay with the same class of students, progressing through the years until the students graduate.


   


  UNIVERSITY ENTRANCE EXAMS: The university entrance exams (gaokao, 高考) are a set of standardized tests taken at the end of high school for use in university admissions. More than 10 million students take the gaokao every year.


  Though coordinated at the national level, the exams are administered by the provincial government, resulting in various versions and formats throughout the country, with certain provinces sharing the same questions. Depending on the province, they often consist of four exams. While STEM and humanities students have the core subjects in common for the first three exams—Chinese, math, and one foreign language (usually English)—they do not get the same tests. Additionally, humanities students will be examined on one comprehensive humanities subject that includes history, geography, and civics, while STEM students will be examined on one additional comprehensive science subject that includes physics, chemistry, and biology. The three core exams are scored at 150 points each, while the comprehensive exam has a full score of 300 points, bringing the total to 750 points.


  Universities announce the minimum points for admission after the results are published, when prospective students begin to apply for places. Chinese universities accept students in tiers, with first-tier universities claiming students first, followed by second-tier universities and so forth. Lower tier universities are less prestigious and more expensive. 


   


  SCHOOL SESSIONS, CLASSES, AND PERIODS: A school day typically runs from early morning until noon, with a two hour break for lunch and midday naps, then continues from afternoon to evening. In addition to lessons, there are daily periods set aside for quiet study called “self-study” periods. The average public school class is made up of anywhere from forty to sixty students. As a result, teachers standing in the front of the classroom often use a microphone to project their voice, as they sometimes find it difficult to be heard, especially from the back rows.


  Schools will often arrange extra classes during school breaks and weekends for senior students due to take the university entrance exams to drill them for the exams. In most cases, the high school curriculum is complete by the end of the second year of high school, or grade eleven, with the entirety of the third and final year dedicated to review and exam preparation.


   


  NORTHEAST CHINA (DONGBEI)


   


  INDUSTRIALIZATION: The northeast was once considered China’s industrial hub. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, economic changes—namely the privatization and consolidation of state-owned enterprises—led to a collapse of the manufacturing sector all over the country, especially the three provinces in the northeast. Many cities were devastated by massive layoffs, affecting millions of workers. Most of Run Wild takes place in a bleak, post-industrialized city, living in the aftermath of this economic transition. In its heyday, there would’ve been a full community centered around factories similar to the Steelworks, with dedicated housing, childcare, healthcare, and social spaces, all in service of the factories and their workers. Now, the same neighborhood is populated by impoverished families struggling to eke out a living. This is contrasted with the busy, flourishing capital, where Jiang Cheng’s elite university is located.


   


  GENERAL TERMS


   


  BREAKFAST STALLS: Although some families will get up and make breakfast, most working people and people without kids will often get their breakfast from a congregation of breakfast stalls, often readily available in residential areas but only during limited hours of the early morning. There are a wide variety of foods found at the breakfast stalls: dumplings, soup dumplings, tofu pudding, fried dough fritters, fried pancakes, braised beef, soy milk, vermicelli, congee, and more. A common combination is a doughy or crispy food like a fried dough fritter paired with a liquid like soy milk or congee.


   


  FACE: Mianzi (面子), generally translated as “face,” is an important concept in Chinese society. It is a metaphor for a person’s reputation and can be extended to further descriptive metaphors. For example, “having face” refers to having a good reputation, and “losing face” refers to having one’s reputation hurt. Meanwhile, “giving face” means deferring to someone else to help improve their reputation, while “not wanting face” implies that a person is acting so poorly or shamelessly that they clearly don’t care about their reputation at all. “Thin face” refers to someone easily embarrassed or prone to offense at perceived slights. Conversely, “thick face” refers to someone not easily embarrassed and immune to insults.




  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 101


  [1] Second-tier universities are universities that are in the second round of student admission, which get to pick from the students left over after the first-tier universities have made their choices. 


   


  Chapter 103


  [2] The nursery rhyme referenced by Gu Fei’s WeChat display name.


   


  Chapter 106


  [3] The combined maximum possible score for all four exams is 750: The core subjects of Chinese, Math, and English are scored out of 150 points each, with 350 points for the comprehensive exam (History, Geography, and Civics for Humanities, and Physics, Chemistry, and Biology for STEM). The entry thresholds for different universities change from year to year based on the exam result distribution for that year. They are published before the students make their choices.


   


  Chapter 119


  [4] Cao (草), meaning grass, is from the slang 校草, literally “grass of the school,” used to refer to an attractive male student whose handsomeness is widely acknowledged by the student body. Cao also happens to share the same pinyin spelling as 肏, which means “to fuck.”


   


  [5] His given name, Xingzhi, is made up of “Xing” (行), the character for “to walk,” sometimes understood as “to act,” and “zhi” (之), a modifier character that shares its pinyin spelling with 知, meaning “to know.”




  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!
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