
    [image: Cover Image]
  
    Chapter 1



    



    Cooling off in the midst of summer



    



    



    



    Spring of 2017, at the outpatient department of the Hepatobiliary Surgery at Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University.



    



    "Gallstone cholecystitis." The doctor flipped through the examination report handed over by Sheng Xia and came to a conclusion.



    



    Sheng Xia sat across from him, her hands on her knees, absentmindedly scratching the fingertip of her ring finger with her thumbnail.



    



    "The pain has been recurring, and the thickness of the gallbladder wall is more than 4mm." The doctor put down the examination report and looked at Sheng Xia. "In your case, I recommend surgery as soon as possible."



    



    Sheng Xia's fingers stopped moving. This was the fourth hospital she had been to, and each one had given her the same conclusion.



    



    "Then let's have surgery." She made up her mind.



    



    This hospital was the closest to her rented apartment, which was very convenient.



    



    The doctor paused and said, "This surgery requires postoperative care, so you must be accompanied by a family member."



    



    Sheng Xia's medical record showed her age as 21 years and 2 months, with a youthful appearance that has not yet shed its innocence. In contrast with her calm decision to undergo surgery, it seemed quite abrupt.



    



    "No," Sheng Xia shook her head. "I'm not a local resident of Lucheng."



    



    The doctor nodded, slowing down his speech: "Your pain is mainly caused by gallstones, which led to chronic cholecystitis."



    



    "According to the CT report, the current condition of your gallbladder is not very good. Therefore, the standard procedure for surgery would be to remove the entire gallbladder laparoscopically." The doctor's pace slowed even more. "If you've considered everything, I can arrange a hospital room for you right now."



    



    This doctor had a very outstanding appearance and a voice resembling that of an adult film actor, so when she just came in and saw him taking off his mask to drink water, she had almost mistakenly judged him as a quack.



    



    But just after a few words with him, she felt genuinely relieved.



    



    He didn't immediately insist that she needed surgery right away. Instead, he looked at her age and asked if she had any family members to accompany her, and he even took time to briefly explain the surgical procedure—all to ensure she made a well-thought-out decision.



    



    Apart from not looking like a typical doctor, everything else was good.



    



    This handsome doctor’s name was Cheng Liang. When she registered for her appointment, she laughed for a long time because his name was so amazing.



    



    Cooling off in the midst of summer (Sheng Xia Cheng Liang). It sounded so harmonious.



    



    ((tl: to elaborate Sheng Xiang means ‘midsummer’, while Cheng Liang means ‘cool/coolness’))



    



    "If I get a hospital room now, does that mean I'll be admitted today?" she asked.



    



    Seeing that the patient had already made up her mind, Cheng Liang took out his keyboard and began typing, "There are currently no available beds for admission. I'll give you the admission order first, so go to the inpatient department to register, and they will call you when a bed becomes available."



    



    He had filled out countless forms like this before, so he quickly finished filling out the form and waited for the old, recently repaired printer on the table to start working with its familiar clattering sounds.



    



    "How long does the surgery and hospitalization usually take?" Sheng Xia asked again.



    



    "About a week." The printer began making strange and ominous sounds again, causing Cheng Liang to furrow his brow.



    



    If the outpatient department didn't change the printer, he wouldn't come to this office next week!



    



    Sheng Xia closed her mouth.



    



    For some reason, she felt that this doctor, who seemed very patient, had run out of patience after typing on the keyboard.



    



    "Take this form to the inpatient department." The printer finally finished printing the last line. Cheng Liang quickly pulled out the paper and handed it to Sheng Xia. "If there is a vacant bed next week, we can schedule your surgery for next Friday."



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Cheng Liang and blurted out, "…Are you going to perform the surgery for me?"



    



    She shouldn't have asked that question.



    



    But Cheng Liang was too handsome.



    



    And the way he furrowed his brow just now inexplicably resembled those unreliable male classmates from high school who sat in the back row.



    



    She just thought he was a good doctor, but surgery......



    



    "Yes," Cheng Liang answered with certainty, not knowing if he often received such questions.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh."



    



    Silence filled the outpatient room.



    



    At that moment, the printer suddenly made a whirring sound, as if it had released pent-up tension after many days of constipation, and swished again.



    



    Sheng Xia swore she saw the printer jump.



    



    Then, it started flashing green lights and printing fratically.



    



    The speed was unusually fast, and unlike the clattering from before, this time the printer's printing sounds seemed joyful, almost like it was singing a happy song.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang quickly unplugged the printer: "......"



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang watched Sheng Xia walk out of the outpatient room, and he even thoughtfully held the door for her.



    



    He didn't know whether this girl would ultimately take the admission order to complete the hospital admission procedures, but he had done all he could.



    



    This wasn't the first time he had been questioned about whether he would be the one performing the surgery. His youthful appearance and striking good looks often led people to doubt his professionalism. However, usually, after patients left the outpatient room and checked his past credentials on the hospital website, they would choose to trust him.



    



    But today, due to the malfunctioning printer, things were a little embarrassing.



    



    And......



    



    Cheng Liang took out his phone and took a look. Yes, he recognized this patient.



    



    She was indeed the streamer from the study section. He liked to play the live broadcasts of study section streamers as background music when he was reading. Sheng Xia was one of the streamers he frequently listened to, and because her taste in music was basically the same as his, he had ranked her in the top three on the high score list...



    



    She was very easy to recognize. She didn't use filters during live broadcasts, and her voice was highly recognizable. Moreover, the name of her live broadcast room was actually her real name.



    



    ......



    



    An extremely honest streamer.



    



    Cheng Liang decided to give her a few stars when she started her next live broadcast.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    After dealing with the last case, Cheng Liang stretched lazily. It was six o'clock in the evening, and the internal line phone in the outpatient room rang on time.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't immediately answer, and he even had the urge to slip away.



    



    He had a day off tomorrow, and he wanted to go home early today. If he didn't go home, the pile of unwashed clothes at home would start to smell.



    



    "I knew you kid would deliberately not answer my call." The middle-aged man's voice was loud, carrying a breeze. When he pushed open the door of the outpatient clinic, Cheng Liang even saw the little nurse hiding in the corner watching the scene unfold.



    



    Sighing, Cheng Liang stood up and respectfully called out, "Director Lin."



    



    Director Lin huffed and hung up the phone.



    



    "Want to run away?" He knew his apprentice very well, and besides, Cheng Liang's unwillingness was so apparent that he didn't even bother to hide it.



    



    Cheng Liang's response was to pour a full cup of mineral water into a disposable cup for Director Lin. Fortunately, the mineral water wasn't outrageously taken directly from the bottle Cheng Liang had just drunk from, as he opened a new bottle for Director Lin, filling it to the brim.



    



    For some reason, Director Lin felt surprisingly pleased. After so many years, this kid finally knew how to pour him a decent cup of water.



    



    In the past, he would directly give him a half-empty bottle, and Cheng Liang didn’t even bother to give him a water cup.



    



    "Do you know why I came to find you?" Director Lin took a sip of water, calmed down a bit, and most of his anger dissipated.



    



    Fishing for punishment.



    



    In an instant, several things that might get him scolded or even beaten by Director Lin flashed through Cheng Liang's mind, and he wisely chose to remain silent.



    



    Director Lin wasn't in a hurry either. He leisurely sipped the mineral water from the disposable cup.



    



    His feelings toward Cheng Liang were complicated.



    



    Cheng Liang was a good student. He was the first student in their eight-year program to successfully stay in the hospital. He had mentored him for many years since he was a doctoral student, and he knew the roots of this kid. Although he was usually a bit offbeat, he had a good attitude towards learning and was meticulous in his work. His achievements, which made him shine brighter than his peers, were all earned by himself bit by bit.



    



    Cheng Liang was also a good doctor. He was only 29 years old, but he was already quite pragmatic. He was neither arrogant nor impatient, and he had been progressing steadily and smoothly without major setbacks.



    



    Almost no flaws could be pointed out.



    



    But it just didn't feel right.



    



    Cheng Liang is a person without ideals.



    



    He entered the eight-year clinical medicine program because he did well in the college entrance examination, and he didn't switch careers because his internship and residency results were outstanding. He kept moving forward because he was being pushed forward. It had nothing to do with his own aspirations.



    



    Cheng Liang also doesn't lack money.



    



    His family was a local of Lucheng, and they were one of the households whose homes were demolished to make way for development. The eight-story building very close to the hospital belonged to him, and he was the landlord himself. Even if he didn’t work as a doctor and just lay at home every day, he wouldn’t starve.



    



    His ideals were being pushed forward, he didn’t need to worry about making a living, and his character was also a bit unconventional—neither painful nor itchy.



    



    Director Lin sighed, feeling sad. Now, he wasn't a bad teacher, he just didn't know how to teach students anymore! He couldn't even find a carrot to lead Cheng Liang forward!



    



    "Are you planning to give up applying for the Outstanding Young Doctor for this quarter?" Director Lin, who was getting more and more angry as he thought about it, didn't bother to beat around the bush with Cheng Liang anymore.



    



    Cheng Liang was taken aback: "Did I not submit the form? What day is it today?"



    



    "You're going to have a day off tomorrow, so what day do you think it is?!" Director Lin's blood pressure went up again.



    



    That’s it! That’s it! A donkey without a carrot is prone to being clueless like this.



    



    Cheng Liang accepted it humbly and opened the clinic computer again, "I'll submit it now!"



    



    He was all prepared, but he had forgotten about it recently because he had been busy with other things.



    



    Director Lin, halfway through his fiery speech, hung there, not sure whether to continue.



    



    "Thank you, Director!" Cheng Liang breathed a sigh of relief after sending the email. Today was the deadline. Fortunately, he made it in time, otherwise he would have to endure Director Lin's nagging for a quarter.



    



    The other half of the fire that Director Lin didn't spew out swirled in his stomach and burned somewhere else. "Today, Old Zhang from the Medical Affairs Department called me, saying that someone complained that you were undressing in the locker room."



    



    Cheng Liang's good-looking features became confused, his mouth agape for a while, " ......Women’s locker room?"



    



    "......" Director Lin almost threw the cup in his hand, close to breaking into a thunderous rage. "If it was the women’s locker room, can you still sit here calmly?!"



    



    You’ll be sent to the police station immediately!



    



    Undressing in the men’s locker room...... What's wrong with that?



    



    Cheng Liang's features continued to be confused, but he finally remembered, "Was it the new intern who forgot to take off the white coat......?"



    



    The new intern fainted from seeing blood during surgery, and after going out, he was dizzy and out of it the whole day, and just wanted to get off work wearing the white coat, so Cheng Liang helped him take it off.



    



    "You helped the intern take off the white coat," Director Lin reiterated, "but when it reached the Medical Affairs Department, they heard it as you forcing someone to undress in the locker room."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "Other mentors let their interns go back to the dormitory to study after work," Director Lin's anger had lessened a bit, and he spoke more seriously, "but when you're in charge, you take them to the playground next door to run laps after work."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Silence doesn't mean he admits he is wrong.



    



    It was normal for a surgeon to stand in front of the operating table all day. That child was as thin as bean sprouts. He stared at him for a few months of physical training before he gained a little muscle. Cheng Liang didn't think he was wrong.



    



    "I don't think you're wrong either." Director Lin knew why Cheng Liang was silent and put down his cup. "But you have to know that if you're so dedicated to the interns, you have to make sure they think you're good."



    



    Don't let people complain to the Medical Affairs Department and let Old Zhang call him in a roundabout way.



    



    Of course he knew that Cheng Liang was not hiding anything. This person didn't worry about food and clothing and didn't want to be promoted. He would teach everything he knew as long as someone asked. He was the most unambitious [1] in the whole hospital.



    



    However, the hospital could only approve a few scientific research projects each year, and the rising channels for young doctors were also very narrow. Others were competing for their abilities, qualifications, and backgrounds in secret. Although it was obviously an affiliated hospital with teaching tasks, the interns assigned to them were mostly left to fend for themselves. Those with better qualifications still had the opportunity to learn, but those with poor qualifications might disappear without much notice.



    



    Cheng Liang, on the other hand, tried his best every time and still got no thanks. People even reported him to the Medical Affairs Department.



    



    "Cheng Liang..." Director Lin thought about it for a long time and could only bring up a carrot that interested him, "The first quarter is almost over ah. There are only a few promotion places this year, and our hospital have two hepatobiliary departments..."



    



    [A medical department that focuses on on the diagnosis and treatment of disorders related to the liver, gallbladder, and bile ducts.]



    



    Because he and the person in charge of the second department didn't get along, they quarreled fiercely and were dismantled by the higher-ups in a fit of anger, and in past few years, they have become even more at odds.



    



    Cheng Liang nodded, indicating he understood.



    



    He gets it.



    



    He just didn't know why Director Lin was always so distressed.



    



    "What are you fidgeting for?" The distressed Director Lin's blood pressure rose again.



    



    "…Need to pee." Cheng Liang grimaced as he fidgeted.



    



    ......



    



    ............



    



    The next day, when the little nurse in the outpatient clinic came to work, she quietly gossiped with her friend, "Yesterday, Dr. Cheng almost got thrown out by Director Lin..."



    



    "What did he do this time?" The friend’s eyes widened.



    



    "I don't know." The little nurse gestured at her watch, "In less than ten minutes, Director Lin started roaring."



    



    The friend: "......Why is Dr. Cheng so handsome but have such a complicated personality?"



    



    "No one is perfect..." The little nurse thought of Cheng Liang rushing out while clutching his stomach.



    



    Even those superior facial features can't support such a complicated temperament...



    



    Footnotes:



    



    [1] unambitious (佛系 – fó xì) – literally translates to Buddha-like; internet neologism used to describe someone without desire, passion, or ambition to the point of passivity; “Whatever will be, will be” captures its perfect nuance.



    



     



    



    ~~~
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    Chapter 2



    



    Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    "Are you still planning to livestream tonight?" Tang Caixi, who was both a roommate and a best friend, cracked eggs with a clatter while pulling on Sheng Xia's hand. "If you dare to add ginger, I'll seriously reconsider our friendship."



    



    "I'd rather break our friendship than eat fish without ginger." Sheng Xia replied quickly, throwing the shredded ginger into the frying pan with a heroic posture. The oil in the pan crackled and crackled in a chaotic mess.



    



    "Uncle and Auntie haven't had the time to go online recently, you've also passed the postgraduate entrance exam, and the livestream platform hasn't signed a contract with you yet so there's no time limit, why do you insist on livestreaming?" Tang Caixi deftly avoided the splattering oil, looking at the ginger in the pan, and added "And you're about to have your gallbladder removed. Why are you still in the mood to livestream?"



    



    "......" Sheng Xia, also dodging oil splatters, felt a twitch in her gallbladder when she heard this. "I don't even know when there will be an available hospital bed."



    



    The inpatient department of the Medical University Affiliated Hospital was full, and when she went to go through the procedures in the afternoon, the nurse said she might have to wait until next month.



    



    "Have you mentioned this to Uncle and Auntie?" Tang Caixi, seeing that Sheng Xia was about to start frying the fish, quickly ran out of the kitchen, and poked half of her head to continue chatting, "After all, the body is a gift from parents. You're removing an organ from your body."



    



    "......They've known about this surgery for a long time, and it was already planned to deal with my gallstones this year." Sheng Xia held the gutted fish, and the organ that was about to be removed twitched again. "I've mentioned it to them."



    



    It's just that they are now on the other side of the world, and they definitely won't be able to make it back.



    



    After some thought, Sheng Xia turned her head, "Remember to leave your annual leave for me. The doctor said that I will need care after the surgery, so you might have to help me clean up my poop and pee."



    



    Tang Caixi rolled her eyes at Sheng Xia's compulsive planning, and the fish in her eyes was put into the pan.



    



    Both girls, very tacitly, ran out of the kitchen and closed the door, attempting to use their minds to fry the fish until it was golden and crispy.



    



    "Is that doctor really handsome?" Tang Caixi had a new question.



    



    "Very." Sheng Xia's attention was mostly focused on observing the fish through the kitchen door, and she gave the remaining bit of attention to Tang Caixi, and she described it very sincerely, "Tall, thin, with a serious look in his eyes. He has an indifferent face, a teardrop mole, thin lips, cold white skin, and a very deep voice."



    



    He fits very much with their aesthetic preferences.



    



    Tang Caixi recognized the aesthetics of her best friend, but still had a question: "Why would someone so handsome want to be a doctor?"



    



    "I don't know." Sheng Xia shrugged.



    



    He’s not only a doctor but also a quite competent one.



    



    After leaving the outpatient clinic, she checked the official website of their hospital. Cheng Liang was ranked sixth on the list of doctors in their hospital’s hepatobiliary and pancreatic surgery department, and he was the first on the list of attending physicians. He was a clinical doctor, an outstanding young doctor for three consecutive years, and he had also participated in several seemingly prestigious projects.



    



    A really good doctor's resume that didn’t match his handsome face.



    



    The sound of frying in the kitchen, which sounded like it was about to explode, finally quieted down, and the pan started to smoke. Sheng Xia opened the door and rushed in, using a spatula to flip the fish.



    



    "How is it?" Tang Caixi, who was still hiding outside, asked cautiously.



    



    Sheng Xia bent down and examined it for a long time, then raised her head and made an OK gesture: "Although it's not golden and crispy, and the skin is gone, it should be cooked."



    



    Their weekly cooking task was half a success.



    



    "Don't try such a difficult dish next week." At dinner, Sheng Xia swallowed a piece of fish with soy sauce, "If the kitchen really explodes, the landlord will blow us up."



    



    They had just moved in two months ago. The location was convenient, the house decoration was also conscientious, and they should be grateful to be able to rent such a place at a reasonable price in this area of Lucheng.



    



    "I heard from 402 upstairs that they've been living here for two or three years and have never seen the landlord in person." Tang Caixi shared the new gossip she had just heard, "I just heard that he seems to be a young man, not much older than us."



    



    "Didn’t you say that the landlord lives on the first floor?" The first floor was the kind of floor that was connected to the second floor, so they could still see the sunroom on the first floor from their balcony, and there were always clothes drying inside.



    



    "But I’ve never met him, not during the day or at night." Tang Caixi lowered her voice, and said mysteriously, "Could he be some of an invisible tycoon?"



    



    The phrase "invisible tycoon" seemed just right to unfold a story.



    



    So, in this dinner with not-so-great taste, the two of them, guided by the topic of the invisible tycoon downstairs, imagined the landlord, whom they had never met, as the Bluebeard from fairy tales. The narrative style shifted from romantic CEO romance to suspenseful crime and looting.



    



    The joy of chatting lies in the lack of a specific theme, so by eight o'clock in the evening, Sheng Xia opened her livestream as usual. They didn't discuss why Sheng Xia insisted on livestreaming anymore.



    



    Why did Sheng Xia livestream?



    



    Initially, it was because her parents were overseas, and the place she usually worked was chaotic. For the sake of her postgraduate entrance exam, she was busy to the point of exhaustion. It was difficult for the family to coordinate a phone call due to the time difference, so Sheng Xia decided to open a livestream on a platform. Every day, at fixed times in the morning and evening, her parents could quickly check if she was okay, saving time and effort.



    



    This month, she passed the postgraduate entrance exam, but just like the summer she spent studying university courses after finishing the college entrance exam, passing the postgraduate entrance exam was just the end of one phase. She still needed to study, attend classes, and maintain her livestream at a fixed time unless something significant came up.



    



    She had a compulsive planning disorder, and when Tang Caixi mentioned the livestream while cooking, it was just to mock her compulsive planning. Completing tasks according to a predetermined plan provided her with a sense of security.



    



    So, like usual, she opened her notebook, selected her usual playlist, turned on the camera, and opened the livestream platform.



    



    The learning section of the livestream platform usually had few people. The number of viewers in Sheng Xia's livestream room fluctuated, reaching a peak of just over a dozen during peak hours, with only four or five regulars remaining, mainly because they liked the playlist she played during her study sessions.



    



    At 8:05 PM, as usual, Sheng Xia glanced at the audience list in the livestream backstage. Her parents were not there; only familiar faces remained.



    



    "Good evening," she smiled into the camera and opened her book.



    



    Everything proceeded as usual.



    



    It was her most peaceful activity.



    



    In the end, Lin, the director, took Cheng Liang to the hospital cafeteria for dinner. He received an education throughout the entire meal. After finishing dinner, he made another trip to the inpatient department. By the time he completed everything and returned home, it was already past 11 PM.



    



    He opened the door with his eyes closed, took off his shoes with his eyes closed, and then lay down on the floor by the doorway, staring at the ceiling for a few minutes with his eyes closed.



    



    He was contemplating whether sleeping like this would affect his back tomorrow.



    



    The pitch-black ceiling didn't provide him with an answer. However, he dug out a pile of pants from beneath him.



    



    Although the cleaning aunt would come regularly, since he insisted that she shouldn't touch his clothes, the cleaning turned into an immaculate house filled with his dirty clothes scattered everywhere.



    



    He needed to do laundry.



    



    Otherwise, he would have to go to work naked the day after tomorrow.



    



    Cheng Liang accepted his fate, lying on the floor, feeling the wall with his foot, and with a snap, the large crystal chandelier in the living room instantly lit up, almost startling Cheng Liang.



    



    The house was spacious, but the designer bought an extravagant crystal chandelier to match the five-meter-high floor. Every time he turned it on, it scared him.



    



    Cheng Liang slowly got up, using his foot to drag all the dirty clothes to the laundry room. Facing the neatly arranged washing machines in the laundry room, he skillfully separated the clothes by color and type, added laundry beads, and then pressed the start button for each.



    



    The thunderous sound of the rolling washing machine finally brought some vitality to the empty house. Cheng Liang, half-squinting, leaned against the door, yawned, and took out his phone to check the time.



    



    Half-past eleven. The unread messages on WeChat, which had remained unopened throughout the journey home, had now jumped to three digits.



    



    Cheng Liang sighed almost imperceptibly. He knew that these messages were from various hospital groups, the large department group, small project groups, and various strange interest groups. Every day, each group had various chatter, flattery, pure technical discussions, and even arguments for work.



    



    Several groups had mentioned him, asking about his work, pulling him into discussions, and even inviting him to play basketball late at night.



    



    Among them was a private chat from Lin, the director, which, when opened, revealed a long string of literature explanations. Lin asked him to read these documents during tomorrow's day off; they would be needed for next month's seminar.



    



    Cheng Liang, leaning against the door, typed a response to Lin, assuring him that he would complete the task, and then walked to the kitchen to open the refrigerator. He poured himself a bottle of cold beer and returned to the laundry room, swaying and tapping his feet.



    



    He should be a winner in life, with healthy parents, decent abilities, a good job that should lead to a steady promotion, a good social circle, and a reasonable amount of money.



    



    But after a mouthful of the cold beer, all he felt was noise. The buzzing WeChat messages that rapidly reached four digits, the literature that had been circling in his mind, and the way he smiled and talked to people outside was particularly noisy.



    



    Cheng Liang took off his shirt and took another sip of the cold beer.



    



    He knew he was getting irritable, all because Director Lin repeatedly said to him: "I always have a feeling that I can't get through to you."



    



    It's not that he didn't work hard.



    



    Nor is it that he lacks talent.



    



    It's just that no matter what he did, regardless of whether he succeeded or not, whether it was him or Director Lin, there always seemed to be a sense of lack of interest.



    



    It was especially unmotivating.



    



    Just like he is now, staring at the washing machine and drinking a can of beer. He could only resign himself to turning on the computer and pulling up the literature that Director Lin had mentioned.



    



    After reading two lines, he habitually opened the live broadcast platform and entered the love broadcast room of a certain study streamer. The livestream was still on, and the girl who had calmly talked about surgery in the hospital during the day was now reading a book with her head down.



    



    The music in the livestream room was Anthony Lazaro's "Gravity".



    



    ((tl: I checked it, and it was really relaxing.))



    



    Cheng Liang, who hadn't received any positive energy all day, slightly curled up the corners of his mouth. It was a good song, and it matched his current state quite well.



    



    It was like a breath of fresh air.



    



    It was also especially suitable for reading literature.



    



    It's just a pity that it's almost twelve o'clock. He remembered that Sheng Xia's livestream room usually goes offline by half past twelve. After twelve twenty-five, she will see if there are any barrages that need to be chatted about, pick one or two, and then say goodnight.



    



    Every day, without fail, not a minute or a second late.



    



    He once suspected that this girl had set an alarm in a place where they couldn’t see it, and the kind that would explode if it wasn’t executed on time.



    



    Sure enough, listening to the quiet and serene song while reading literature for more than half an hour, Cheng Liang heard the sound of Sheng Xia closing her book in the livestream room.



    



    Then Sheng Xia took a sip of water.



    



    "After getting into graduate school, do you think it will be boring?" She was reading the barrage, but it made the unrelated Cheng Liang frown.



    



    "Why would it be boring?" Sheng Xia was puzzled. "My pursuit is not just passing the postgraduate entrance exam but to study this major well after passing it."



    



    Another comment floated by: My life goal is to pass the postgraduate entrance exam.



    



    Sheng Xia laughed and teasingly said, "Aren't your pursuits too lacking?"



    



    ......



    



    Cheng Liang put down his pen.



    



    This girl...



    



    Even through the internet, she could stab him.

  
    tl: Thank you to Elle and Sam for subscribing to my patreon~ I really appreciate it!



    



    



    



    ~~~



    



    



    



    Chapter 3



    



    Sheng Xia



    



    



    



    Sheng Xia didn't expect that the hospital admission notice would come down two days later, more than a week earlier than she had planned.



    



    Caught off guard, she felt a lack of security.



    



    "Do you really not need Mom and Dad to come over?" On the other end of the phone, Sheng Xia's mother, Sun Shuangyun, had specially spent two hours driving to find a cafe with internet access.



    



    "No need." Sheng Xia was packing her luggage, propping her phone on a stand with the video call open, her voice firm. "Stick to the plan, otherwise I'll be even more confused."



    



    One unexpected thing is enough.



    



    Sun Shuangyun: "......"



    



    Although she gave birth to her, she had to admit that Sheng Xia's habit wasn't something they had taught her – Sheng Xia's planning was innate, not long after she was born, the time to drink milk and use the toilet every day could be on time to the minute...



    



    "Besides, Xixi’s annual leave has also been approved." Sheng Xia crossed out the last item on the paper and breathed a sigh of relief, "She will take care of me."



    



    She had checked online, and it wasn't a major surgery.



    



    It was just losing a gallbladder and getting indigestion easily in the future......



    



    "Alright, alright, it's good to get it removed." Sun Shuangyun rambled on, "I took your medical records to ask the doctors in our team, and they also suggested that the surgery should be done. Otherwise, if you work in remote areas in the future, it will be troublesome if it acts up."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Indeed, she was her mother. Her perspective was unique, and her logic was impeccable, and in a few words, she had turned the conversation quickly into a minefield.



    



    "Xiao Fu'er ah..." Her mother called Sheng Xia’s childhood nickname, making Sheng Xia instinctively shudder.



    



    "There are many choices after graduating from a film major, you don't necessarily have to become a documentary director, right?" They had talked about this topic eight hundred times, and just like that, it was unexpectedly brought up again.



    



    Sheng Xia reacted very quickly, leaning her body against the phone stand while packing, she let out a well-sung "Oh no!", and the video call was promptly cut off.



    



    "Mom, I'm in a hurry, and talking about this topic before the surgery will affect my mood, which will subsequently affect the surgery." Next, she quickly sent a voice message before her mother could call again.



    



    Sure enough, Sun Shuangyun only replied with an emoticon of "I'm going to kill you", and that was the end of the conversation.



    



    In fact, both her parents knew that once she decided on something, it was already decided. However, Sheng Xia also knew that the reason her parents kept bringing up this topic was because it was a very difficult path to take, and from their perspective, they always wanted to try their best to salvage the situation.



    



    It's just that these two people didn't really have a position to convince her.



    



    One was a war correspondent, and the other was a war photographer, trying to convince her not to do something dangerous and difficult, sounded like a state official setting fire.



    



    Moreover.



    



    Why did the hospital have to move up the schedule by more than a week? She had been told it wouldn't be until next month.



    



    Just thinking about all the things she had planned to do during this week, the packages she ordered, the online classes she would miss, her heart was surging with uneasiness.



    



    ***



    



    Inpatient Building of the Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University - Building A.



    



    "37.6, low fever." The nurse at the nurse’s station by took Sheng Xia's temperature and blood pressure, made a record, and pointed to the chair next to her. "You wait here for a moment, and we'll notify you when the bed is ready."



    



    Sheng Xia nodded.



    



    The Building A of the inpatient building of the Affiliated Hospital of the Medical University has been around for some years. It had an old-fashioned cylindrical structure, and looking into the nurse's station, there was a long corridor. The white walls on both sides of the corridor were marked with traces of time. The chairs next to the nurse's station were green, and the plastic square stools were wedged into black strips, and they had become a little wobbly after long use.



    



    But it was clean, spotless, with a faint smell of disinfectant. The nurses at the station were also quite busy, working quietly, not chaotic, giving off a solemn atmosphere.



    



    Sheng Xia kept peering down the corridor. A long corridor that couldn't be seen to the end at a glance, with wards on both sides, and bright incandescent lights on in the corridor even during the day.



    



    A busy nurse with bags of medicine walked past Sheng Xia, who instinctively shrunk her feet. Unknowingly, she felt a real sense of her impending surgery.



    



    With the feeling of reality, fear would creep in.



    



    Sheng Xia, who was usually calm, did not hesitate to open the daily vocabulary app on her phone, took out a pen and paper.



    



    The hustle and bustle around her instantly created a safe distance from her. She was very satisfied, the corners of her mouth curled up slightly, she put on earphones, and began to concentrate on reciting.



    



    At least she can memorize ten.



    



    She began to make plans.



    



    ***



    



    Cheng Liang walked up to the nurse's station and saw a girl with her head down writing furiously, leaving only the top of her head visible to him.



    



    He somehow felt that the top of her head seemed familiar.



    



    "Borrow a pen." He swept a glance and extended his hand at the little nurse who was processing the admission procedures.



    



    ......



    



    The little nurse instinctively covered her only signature pen.



    



    She had been interning here for four months and had to get two boxes of pens from the head nurse every week. However, every weekend, she had to borrow a pen from someone because she didn't have a single pen left. The culprit for the disappearance of these pens was none other than these doctors in white coats.



    



    It was as if they were chewing up these pens as snacks in the corners where no one could see.



    



    No matter how many pens reached them, they would enter another dimension.



    



    "There’s no more pens left..." The small nurse lied with her eyes wide open.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Very good, now even the intern nurses have started to protect their pens. They are really well-educated.



    



    "New patient?" With no pens left, he couldn't just turn around and leave. That would be too heartless and obvious.



    



    So Cheng Liang chose to strike up a conversation.



    



    "En," the little nurse nodded and added to the conversation, "It's your patient."



    



    Cheng Liang turned his head to look.



    



    Sheng Xia raised her head as if she was aware of it. Her mind was still on the words she was memorizing, and her expression was blank.



    



    She had just finished memorizing the ninth word.



    



    It was the very handsome doctor, named Cheng Liang.



    



    Her first thought.



    



    Why does his gaze seem strange... staring at her pen?



    



    Her second thought.



    



    Cheng Liang coughed lightly in embarrassment and turned his gaze away.



    



    He was her patient, and he had watched her livestream last night. However, the failed attempt to borrow a pen just now made him very interested in the pen in his patient’s had.



    



    It was a black matte fountain pen.



    



    He was so interested that his patient put away the pen in her bag.



    



    ......



    



    Stingy.



    



    "Let's arrange for admission first." He could only put on a doctor's demeanor, briefly explained to the little nurse, nodded at Sheng Xia, and walked away with his hands in his pockets.



    



    His footsteps echoed.



    



    The little nurse and Sheng Xia looked at each other, and the little nurse, who had protected her signature pen, happily waved at Sheng Xia. "Wear this on your wrist, you can only take it off when you're discharged, and fill out the forms when you're ready."



    



    ***



    



    Sheng Xia felt lucky.



    



    The ward she was assigned to was a double room, and the woman in the next bed was a long-term patient in her fifties. Despite her sickly appearance, she was smiling and looking like she had a good personality.



    



    "Xiao Liu, is this Doctor Cheng's patient?" She seemed familiar with the nurse.



    



    The little nurse, Xiao Liu, nodded and turned to Sheng Xia, explaining, "You can use this bedside table and the cabinet near the door with your bed number. You should rest for now, and the doctor will come to talk to you about the treatment plan, including the time of the surgery."



    



    "Doesn’t Doctor Cheng have surgery this afternoon?" The patient in the next bed happily spoke again.



    



    Sheng Xia saw Xiao Liu sigh almost imperceptibly, and explained to Sheng Xia, "He'll come to see you after the surgery."



    



    "Then I don't know what time it will be." The auntie in the next bed smiled.



    



    Xiao Liu didn't even give her a reaction this time and spoke to Sheng Xia, "You still have a slight fever, so pay attention to rest. If you feel uncomfortable, press the nurse call button or come directly to the nurse's station to find us."



    



    "Or find me." The auntie from the neighboring bed, who had a strong sense of presence, leaned over, "I can also call a nurse for you."



    



    "You still have to continue taking the anti-inflammatory medicine for cholecystitis that you are taking now. Everything has to wait until the doctor talks to you." Xiao Liu pretended not to hear, and only closed the folder after she was sure that everything had been explained.



    



    "Auntie Liu," Xiao Liu took a deep breath and turned around, "The new patient is still having a fever and needs to rest, so please don't keep pulling her to chat."



    



    "I know, I know!" Auntie Liu waved her hand.



    



    "If you know, you wouldn’t have let the previous patient apply to change rooms with us." Xiao Liu muttered in a low voice and walked away.



    



    Auntie Liu pursed her lips and whispered too: "It was that patient couldn't figure things out on her own, asking me whether to give a red envelope to the doctor."



    



    Then, addressing Sheng Xia, she said, "I won't quarrel with such a well-behaved girl."



    



    Sheng Xia, who felt that she was really lucky to be assigned to a two-person ward and be placed beside the window, finished reciting the tenth word first and smiled, "Hello, Auntie Liu."



    



    The lonely Auntie Liu immediately smiled so hard that her eyes disappeared: "Oh, hello, hello, hello."



    



    "What illness does the young girl have? Why did you come alone?" Auntie Liu immediately entered the chatting mode, sitting cross-legged on the bed.



    



    "Gallstones," Sheng Xia busily stuffed her things in the cabinet, "My friend is still at work and will come over in the evening."



    



    "Alone in Lucheng?" Auntie Liu understood.



    



    "En." Sheng Xia opened her suitcase, took out toiletries, and when she was packing her luggage, she brought an extra set, which she handed to Auntie Liu, saying, "Auntie Liu, this is quite good. I brought an extra set. It's disposable, so you can throw it away after use."



    



    "Aiya, you child." Auntie Liu scolded while taking it, "You're also an adult. Why bring so many things when you're hospitalized? It's not auspicious ah."



    



    Sheng Xia smiled amiably.



    



    In fact, what she feared the most was having wardmates with cold and indifferent faces. She was accustomed to being independent, so she understood too well the importance of relying on friends when outside. It was convenient to have someone warm and helpful.



    



    "But you’re lucky," Auntie Liu held the set of toiletries and looked at it over and over again, reluctant to put it down, "Doctor Cheng is known for his excellent medical skills, and he even comes to the ward to chat with patients when he has time."



    



    Auntie Liu winked at Sheng Xia, "And he's handsome too."



    



    Sheng Xia smiled again.



    



    "But the thing about people, you can't be too perfect." Once the conversation started, it was hard to stop. Auntie Liu hid the toiletries that Sheng Xia gave her in the innermost part of the bedside cabinet, covered them with two packs of toilet paper, and continued the topic with great interest, "Those who are too good are easily envied. See if that’s not the case. He was not selected as the Outstanding Young Doctor, and his bonus went down the drain."



    



    Sheng Xia was surprised.



    



    How long does this Auntie Liu have to stay in the hospital to know so much gossip about the doctors?



    



    "It's said that..." Auntie Liu shifted her buttocks, and lowered her voice, "it was he himself who sent the wrong application email. He sent the hospital's doctor introduction file as a recommendation file. As a result, he got rejected in the first round."



    



    Auntie Liu covered her mouth, hiding a smile, "He's just careless fool. Apart from treating patients, he is simply..."



    



    "Auntie Liu!" Xiao Liu, holding a patient's gown at the door of the ward, appeared as cold as ice.



    



    Auntie Liu quickly shut up.



    



    Sheng Xia, who was still smiling from listening to the gossip, and Xiao Liu looked at Xiao Liu and saw her holding the precious signature pen in her hands.



    



    "If you continue like this, I'll transfer you to a single room!" Xiao Liu probably also thought of the signature pen, so she could only vent her frustration on Auntie Liu.



    



    "The hospital needs to be quiet," she was annoyed.



    



    How can you gossip about doctors with a patient as soon as they arrive!



    



    Although what she said wasn't wrong!



    



    She couldn’t say that she was spreading a rumor, right??
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    Chapter 4



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    That afternoon, Cheng Liang was in the operating room.



    



    As for Sheng Xia, the patient who had just been admitted to the hospital, was busy all afternoon for the preoperative examinations. She frequented the outpatient building, queuing for blood test, ultrasound, and MRI scan. It was not until 5:00 p.m. that all the tests were finished. Sheng Xia, who was very easygoing, went to the hospital cafeteria to grab dinner.



    



    Because of her parents' education, she grew up easily adapting to new environments. Whenever she went to a new place, she would always familiarize herself with the entrances and exits, the places to rest, the places to eat, the restrooms, and, most importantly, the people.



    



    After finishing dinner, she had already figured out the opening hours of the hospital cafeteria, which windows had long queues for meat and vegetarian dishes, as well as the favored flavors at the stir-fry counter, and had shared this information with Tang Caixi in passing.



    



    "You don't need to come over for now. I won't be able to have the surgery for a while. Wait until the doctor confirms the surgery time, and then you can ask for leave." After eating dinner, Sheng Xia walked out of the cafeteria with her head down to WeChat.



    



    Tang Caixi replied in seconds: What’s wrong?



    



    Sheng Xia’s answer was concise: I have a low fever.



    



    Tang Caixi: ......



    



    Sheng Xia’s physical fitness was usually not bad, but once she had a low fever, it would persist for many days.



    



    Both of them knew that a person with a fever couldn't undergo surgery.



    



    When it comes to the body, it is impossible to exactly plan to the hour according to Sheng Xia's preferences, and she is also aware of this.



    



    However, with the change in plans, she couldn't help but feel depressed.



    



    Sheng Xia put down her phone with a slightly furrowed brow, raised her head, and saw that the hospital lobby was crowded with patients heading downstairs to eat, families delivering meals, a swarm of people at the elevator entrance, and there were various smells from the meals that were packed and sealed in boxes.



    



    It was so noisy and unpleasant, much like a kitchen when they were cooking.



    



    Sheng Xia turned around without hesitation, circled around, and entered the side door of the hospital lobby.



    



    The advantage of getting used to knowing all the entrances and exits of a building in the first place was that Sheng Xia always had a building layout map in her mind. While others were queuing for ultrasounds in the afternoon, she wandered around with her phone, so she quickly learned that there was an inconspicuous old elevator at the entrance of the side door of the hospital's inpatient building. There was no sign indicating it was for employees only, and it wasn't considered an employee-only elevator.



    



    However, this place was very remote. She had to go around the back of the temporary storage area for medical waste behind the inpatient building, climb over the pile of construction debris left from the renovated building, and pass through an empty green belt before seeing the entrance to a small corridor.



    



    From this small corridor, she had to turn again to find a mottled old elevator door.



    



    The old elevator stopped on the twenty-first floor. Hospital elevators were always notably slow, and it took a long time after pressing the up button to see the elevator move, and the displayed number changed to twenty.



    



    Sheng Xia put on her earphones, intending to finish watching the remaining ten minutes of the documentary while waiting for the elevator. Yet, before she could open the video, her phone was blocked by a shadow.



    



    Sheng Xia turned her head and saw Dr. Cheng Liang walking into the corridor with his hands in his pockets.



    



    He didn’t look very good. His eyelids were drooping, and he looked like he was about to fall asleep. Apparently, he didn't expect to encounter anyone in front of the elevator. When he saw Sheng Xia, he was momentarily stunned.



    



    "Dr. Cheng." Sheng Xia greeted him.



    



    "Hello." Cheng Liang also greeted her.



    



    Then, the air fell silent.



    



    Out of politeness, Sheng Xia was embarrassed about continuing to play the documentary she was about to watch. So while wearing her earphones, she raised her head and watched the old elevator slowly descend, and it only arrived at the eighteenth floor.



    



    Cheng Liang had been doing surgery all day, and now his brain was dizzy, he just wanted to find a place to lie down, and he didn't want to strain his brain chatting with patients anymore, so he also looked up at the numbers on the old elevator.



    



    The two people in the dimly lit corner, who were completely silent and not making any sound, heard footsteps coming from the green belt at the same time. Because the place was secluded, the sound of the conversation became unusually clear.



    



    These two obviously didn't expect that there would be someone at the entrance of the elevator dedicated to cleaning staff behind the stairs at this time. The volume of their conversation was not deliberately lowered, it was just a casual tone of chatting.



    



    Sheng Xia didn’t care much at first.



    



    From the sound of it, the two people chatting were also doctors. They had just finished dinner and found a quiet place to smoke. The content of their chat was about the scheduling issues of the operating room. Sheng Xia didn't quite understand the medical jargon between doctors about the operating room, and she remained focused, staring at the numbers on the elevator.



    



    This old elevator took a long time to come down four floors and was now stopped on the sixteenth floor.



    



    Cheng Liang, on the other hand, lifted his eyelids slightly and glanced expressionlessly in that direction.



    



    Then, Sheng Xia heard Cheng Liang's name from the mouths of the two people chatting.



    



    "How is your request to change mentors with Director Lin going?" Doctor A asked, "If you follow Cheng Liang, it will be difficult for you to transfer to a PhD program."



    



    ......



    



    Sheng Xia's neck, leaning back and looking at the elevator out of boredom, stiffened.



    



    This hospital is so big!!



    



    Why can it be so coincidental!!!



    



    Doctor B didn't answer but just sighed faintly.



    



    "Although Cheng Liang is Director Lin's direct disciple, he is indeed..." Doctor A seemed to be searching for an adjective. After thinking for a while, he finally squeezed out a word, "unreliable."



    



    ......



    



    Sheng Xia felt like she had turned into a fossil.



    



    The protagonist of the gossip, the unreliable Cheng Liang, Director Lin’s disciple, was standing behind her at this moment, and she didn't dare to move at all.



    



    "In fact, he teaches very well, and he doesn't hold back knowledge. He is also willing to guide newcomers during surgeries." Doctor B said a lot, but there was a but, "But he just... he doesn’t care."



    



    "Not caring is fatal." Doctor A laughed, "He usually laughs and jokes like a brother but at the critical moment, he will drop the chain. What excuse did he use this time to kill your project?"



    



    "Insufficient clinical data support and it is difficult to implement at the grassroots level." Doctor B said this reason with a hint of gritted teeth.



    



    It was just a PhD project, and students from other departments had already finalized theirs, and many were even more unreliable and unrealistic than him. Yet, he was the only one that was stuck.



    



    "Do you think......" Doctor B hesitated for a moment and lowered his voice, "He found out that I went to medical affairs to report that there are problems in his teaching, so he..."



    



    "You also know that that intern has a weak personality and will definitely not go report him, and by process of elimination, it could only be me......"



    



    Sheng Xia: ......



    



    At this moment, she really wished she was deaf.



    



    But this damn elevator had only just reached the seventh floor.



    



    No wonder no one uses it...



    



    "It shouldn't be." Doctor A also paused for a moment. "He has always done things like this. You can’t see it from his usual work, but when it's crucial, he doesn't even care about his own matters. You see, this time, Director Lin even personally went to urge him to send an email for the outstanding doctor selection, but the result was still not a problem for him."



    



    "He......" Doctor A seemed to be looking into the distance, as his tone carried a hint of melancholy, "can't be compared to us."



    



    "This is our job, we have to think about our future and find a way out."



    



    "As for him, let's call it experiencing life..."



    



    Ding.



    



    The elevator that Sheng Xia had been waiting for a long time finally reached on the first floor, and it loudly and cheerfully announced to everyone that it had arrived safely.



    



    The sound was too loud. As long as the two people in the green belt had no problem with their ears, they would definitely be able to hear it clearly.



    



    Another silence.



    



    Sheng Xia was so embarrassed that every hair on her body from head to toe began to stand up straight.



    



    The elevator door opened, and Sheng Xia, with a stiff back, walked in first. She didn’t dare to look back, and she didn’t dare to speculate the mood of the two doctors who were chatting in a despondent manner.



    



    Behind her, the protagonist of the gossip, Dr. Cheng Liang, also entered the elevator, and pressed the button for the eighteenth floor – Sheng Xia's hospital floor and Cheng Liang's office floor.



    



    The two people on the green belt outside the staircase also fell silent.



    



    The elevator doors closed.



    



    All returned to calm.



    



    Sheng Xia made up her mind to hold on and not make any sound. She was still wearing earphones, so she pretended that she hadn't heard anything from start to finish.



    



    Though it was far-fetched.



    



    She remembered that before they greeted each other, Cheng Liang should have seen that she didn’t turn on the sound of her phone.



    



    People who work as doctors are smart.



    



    The incredibly embarrassed Sheng Xia lamented in her heart as the elevator slowly descended to the third floor.



    



    In just a few minutes of conversation, they had summarized most of the gossip about Dr. Cheng, more so than her fellow patient, Aunt Liu.



    



    The elevator slowly descended to the eighth floor.



    



    Sheng Xia thought that Dr. Cheng should also be embarrassed. Because from entering the elevator until now, he stood motionless in front of her, and his back appeared quite rigid.



    



    "That pen of yours......" When the elevator reached the twelfth floor, Cheng Liang finally spoke, "Where did you buy it?"



    



    Sheng Xia was startled.



    



    "The black pen," Cheng Liang turned around, "The matte one."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Taobao."



    



    "Oh," Cheng Liang nodded, very politely, "Thank you."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......You're welcome."



    



    Two seconds later, Cheng Liang: "......Which Taobao store?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Hero's, a limited edition. Taobao will have a promotion next month—spend three hundred, get fifteen off."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......You're welcome."



    



    Silence once again.



    



    But they had finally made it to the sixteenth floor, and the elevator had stopped. A cleaning lady came in with a cleaning cart, and the small elevator was suddenly crowded.



    



    The remaining two floors were no longer so awkward. Sheng Xia clearly felt Cheng Liang's shoulders relax a little, and her own toes, which had been gripping the floor tightly, also relaxed a little.



    



    "Do you think......" After leaving the elevator and watching Cheng Liang swiftly leave without looking back, and in order to avoid a second awkward encounter, Sheng Xia walked in the opposite direction, circled around, and took out her phone to send a WeChat message to Tang Caixi, "it would be considered a bribe if I gave a doctor a signature pen when I’m discharged from the hospital? It should be fine if it's a cheap one, right?"



    



    Tang Caixi continued to instantly reply: ?



    



    Sheng Xia: I just experienced the most suffocating ten minutes of my life.



    



    Tang Caixi: And then you refreshingly decided to give the doctor a signature pen? Encouraging your handsome male doctor to be happy?



    



    Sheng Xia: ......If you're free, help me collect the parcel.



    



    Tang Caixi: Why don’t I come to accompany you tonight? Anyway, there's nothing to do alone at home, and I can’t sleep alone.



    



    Sheng Xia: The patient in my ward is the type you fear the most.



    



    Tang Caixi: ......A middle-aged auntie who is very enthusiastic and all-seeing?



    



    Sheng Xia: Yes.



    



    Tang Caixi: ...... Okay, bye.



    



    Sheng Xia put down her phone, and the banter with her best friend finally made her last bit of embarrassment disappear. After all, once out of this elevator, they are all rational and mature adults.



    



    The ones with amnesia.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    But Sheng Xia didn't anticipate that the ward she was staying in was bustling at the moment, and there were two nurses standing at the door, surrounded by a circle of people.



    



    In the ward, Aunt Liu, who had been enthusiastic towards her when she was admitted at noon, looked ten years older after not seeing her for an afternoon. Her face was ashen as she sat on the bed, tugging at the hand of a man.



    



    "How can I live if you take everything?" Her voice was tired and hoarse, tightly clutching the man's sleeve.



    



    "You wait outside first," the nurse at the door stopped Sheng Xia and lowered her voice, "Security will be here soon."
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    Chapter 5



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    The security guard quickly arrived, and the on-duty police officer from the guard booth downstairs also came along.



    



    The middle-aged man who was just showing off his might in the ward just now instantly became timid. As he was leaving, he cursed reluctantly, poking his finger at Auntie Liu's forehead, "What's the use of fucking hiding? You're about to die, what are you doing hugging those things?!"



    



    Auntie Liu remained silent. She pursed her lips and clutched the bedsheet tightly. Her sallow and charred face was expressionless.



    



    The middle-aged man was taken away by the police, and the crowd of onlookers, who had nothing more to watch, also dispersed. The entrance of the ward, which had been as bustling as a market a few seconds ago, suddenly became empty. Sheng Xia spotted Cheng Liang standing not far away.



    



    He was still the same, with his eyelids half-drooping, and his whole person was written with a large “exhausted and sleepy”.



    



    And this exhausted and sleepy person waved at her after meeting her eyes.



    



    "This is the video I took when that person was causing trouble in the ward just now." Cheng Liang handed the phone to Sheng Xia. "He rummaged through several places. Check if any of your belongings are missing."



    



    "There's a public security booth downstairs. If anything is missing, you can report it directly to the police," he said.



    



    The video was taken by him. He held up his phone and took it amidst the crowd. The bottom of the video was filled with the heads of the people watching the excitement. When the video was taken, the man had already been rummaging through the ward. Auntie Liu grabbed the man's hand. She didn’t have as much strength as the man, but she kept trying to stop him from touching her cabinet. She kept speaking in dialect, saying that those were other people's things and he'd have to compensate if he damaged them.



    



    The ward was turned into a mess, but her things were indeed not touched much.



    



    Sheng Xia watched the video in silence.



    



    She was originally very surprised. Cheng Liang didn't seem like someone who would meddle in others' affairs. In fact, she vaguely felt that this person should be about the same as what the two doctors said earlier. He was probably too lazy to even care about his own affairs, let alone others. It didn't seem like he would be the kind to go out of his way to record a video and remind her that she could report to the police if she lost something.



    



    However, after watching the video, she understood.



    



    Auntie Liu had been protecting her belongings from being taken away by the man, and she had been shoved by the man several times in the process.



    



    "Our ward has been very busy lately." Sure enough, Cheng Liang was also very straightforward. " Auntie Liu's family are a bit troublesome, but after this time, the security should prevent him from entering the ward and causing trouble again."



    



    "You can also apply to change wards, but there are no available beds in the short term."



    



    "The inpatient department has security, and there are also police officers on duty downstairs. The safety of the inpatient department is still guaranteed."



    



    "Of course, if you're still concerned, I can arrange for you to be discharged from the hospital, and then you can be readmitted when there's an available bed."



    



    "But given your ongoing chronic cholecystitis and persistent low fever, I still suggest that you stay in the hospital for observation."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    This person took the video and showed it to her just because he was afraid of trouble.



    



    He was telling her that there was no danger, so she should not apply to change wards, and they could just let bygones be bygones.



    



    "Thank you," Sheng Xia returned the phone to Cheng Liang, deciding to agree with his suggestion. "I will report to the police if anything is missing."



    



    She was also afraid of trouble.



    



    Requeuing for admission was equivalent to adjusting her plans, which was something she disliked the most.



    



    Cheng Liang was satisfied. He tossed his phone back into his pocket, nodded at Sheng Xia and the two remaining nurses, and then casually walked away, hands in the pockets of his white coat.



    



    He seemed happy.



    



    For some reason, Sheng Xia suddenly had such a feeling.



    



    Perhaps because of her cooperation, and also because this matter wouldn't escalate any further, he seemed happy.



    



    His tired and swaying figure seemed to carry the melody of a lively tune.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Auntie Liu moved quickly. Before Sheng Xia entered the ward, Auntie Liu had already started cleaning up the mess left by the man, and her movements became even faster once Sheng Xia entered.



    



    Sheng Xia helped arrange the chair in front of the bed. Auntie Liu secretly glanced at Sheng Xia, who did not meet her eyes and acted like nothing happened, casually washing an apple for herself and, without making it obvious, washing one for Auntie Liu as well.



    



    Auntie Liu didn't take it, fidgeting with the hospital gown, and said, "You...... see if there’s anything missing."



    



    "I keep valuable things with me." Sheng Xia smiled and held up the apple again.



    



    Auntie Liu took the apple and lowered her head in silence.



    



    That man had made a grand scene robbing the ward. Sheng Xia's belongings remained untouched, but Auntie Liu had a few bruises on her hands, the cup she used for drinking was broken, and the hospital's rented hot water bottle, which cost ten yuan each, was also broken.



    



    The shattered pieces included Auntie Liu's self-esteem.



    



    For the entire night, she dared not speak much, lying in bed, pulling the curtain to hide herself, and spending a long time checking and rearranging her belongings, and then hiding them again one by one.



    



    The ward was not that big, and there weren't many places to hide things. With a plastic bag and some tape, Auntie Liu crouched down, sticking a bag of things under the cabinet, and finally straightened up.



    



    "That man from tonight is actually my husband," Auntie Liu said hesitantly, sitting on the edge of the bed, there was an embarrassed smile on her face.



    



    In her opinion, Sheng Xia, this young girl, was too calm.



    



    She really didn’t check if her belongings were missing anything, and unlike others, she didn't gossip or sneak around her. After entering the ward, she put on her earphones, started watching videos, and doodled in her notebook as if nothing had happened.



    



    Even when talking to her, her attitude was the same as when they first met at noon—polite, amiable, and not giving off a false impression.



    



    Such a girl made Auntie Liu want to confide in her.



    



    "I have liver cirrhosis, it’s in the late stage, and my stomach is full of ascites." Auntie Liu tugged at her oversized hospital gown.



    



    Only when the gown was pulled tight could it be seen that she was very thin, with only her stomach protruding.



    



    Sheng Xia took off her earphones and listened quietly as Auntie Liu continued.



    



    "This disease is exhausting. In the past few years, I've been in and out of the hospital. I have had several surgeries, but I can’t get better or die."



    



    "Actually, our family is quite well off. Our children have their own families now, and my husband and I run a breakfast shop. Our customers are all old neighbors, and the income is not bad. We also have savings."



    



    Auntie Liu sighed.



    



    "But we can't afford to spend tens of thousands of yuan in the hospital every now and then. Besides, my body is not cooperative. Shortly after cutting off the hardened part, ascites started forming again. The breakfast shop couldn't be run anymore, and there was no income."



    



    "So my husband got anxious. He was afraid that I would spend a lot of money in the hospital again, so he wanted to take out the property deed and money from the bank and let him take care of it......"



    



    Auntie Liu’s tone was very casually, even though this whole situation sounded absurd, like a tragedy.



    



    She never mentioned her child, who already had their own family, nor did she explain why her health was not good and their family's breakfast shop couldn't continue, and she even said with a bit of guilt that her husband was afraid of her spending a lot of money, so he wanted to transfer their money and property.



    



    She was protecting her family.



    



    Even thought that man said in front of so many people what the point of was having all of these things when she was going to die.



    



    Those were her life-saving money.



    



    Yet, her family no longer agreed to continue saving her life.



    



    So she could only sit here, holding a stomach full of ascites, arching her back as she talked to a stranger she had only met for half a day, saying that she had been sick for too long and that her illness was too tiresome.



    



    She couldn't die either.



    



    The emotions hidden behind those four words made Sheng Xia, for a brief moment, avoid Auntie Liu's gaze.



    



    This was a helpless stranger who had been abandoned by her family. She wanted to live, so she carefully hid her money.



    



    She hadn't been cared for a long time, so the set of disposable toiletries Sheng Xia had casually given her when she first came was treated like a treasure, neatly placed in the drawer and carefully wrapped in a plastic bag. Amidst her own belongings, which were now in disarray, that particular item given by her was always given by her was always protected by Auntie Liu, held in her hands.



    



    Sheng Xia felt uneasy.



    



    She thought that perhaps the little nurse who scolded Auntie Liu at noon for being noisy might also feel uncomfortable. That's why she couldn't bring herself to truly be stern with Aunt Liu.



    



    And Dr. Cheng Liang, who always looked exhausted and sleepy, might also have been harboring such a hidden discomfort in his heart before he took the video for fear of trouble.



    



    However, they were just strangers.



    



    An apple and listening quietly were all a stranger could do.



    



    Auntie Liu also understood this, so after she finished speaking, she wiped the corners of her eyes and asked with a smile if she could turn on the TV.



    



    "Will it disturb you?" Auntie Liu was curious about Sheng Xia's writing and drawing all night. "I see you've been studying."



    



    "No, it won't." Sheng Xia pointed to her noise-canceling headphones. " I won't be able to hear anything with these on."



    



    "I actually just want to watch the finale of that drama tonight," Auntie Liu said happily, sitting cross-legged on the hospital bed and turning on the TV.



    



    The bruises on her bone-thin arms from being shoved earlier were chilling.



    



    Sheng Xia closed her eyes and put on her headphones.



    



    Headphones couldn't completely block out the sound of the TV, so Sheng Xia watched the drama's finale along with Auntie Liu.



    



    The drama was very lively, a Republican drama, and people with lines all seemed to be spies from opposing factions. Before the shooting, you could see the blood packets on the protagonist’s body burst open. It was crudely made, but Aunt Liu was watching it with great seriousness.



    



    "I saw that you've been watching TV on your phone too..." During the commercial break, Auntie Liu's expression had returned to normal, and her curiosity began to show.



    



    "Yes, I'm going to major in film." Sheng Xia replied.



    



    Auntie Liu eyes widened: "Studying in film ah......"



    



    It was unfamiliar to her, and she didn’t know where to put her curiosity.



    



    "I just got into graduate school." Sheng Xia smiled, "I’m learning how to make movies and how to analyze them."



    



    "......You need to learn how to watch movies too?!" Auntie Liu was even more dumbfounded.



    



    "Yes," Sheng Xia laughed even more happily.



    



    "Then, after you graduate, you're going to make movies, right?" Auntie Liu was so curious that she even spoke in her dialect, "A female director! Do those celebrities on TV have to listen to you?"



    



    Sheng Xia tilted her head and looked at the TV, and the beautiful female star was shaking her beautiful hair, free of dandruff and not greasy.



    



    "Hmm!" She boldly declared.



    



    After saying that, she laughed at herself.



    



    Auntie Liu laughed too, genuinely, giggling.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    "Doctor Cheng?" Where they couldn't see, Dr. Cheng Liang had just passed by their ward, "Are you on duty today?"



    



    "Hmm." Cheng Liang made a sound, "How's the temperature of the patient in bed sixteen?"



    



    "It returned to normal when I measured it tonight, 36.2." The nurse replied.



    



    "Measure it again at midnight." Cheng Liang instructed, "Thank you for your hard work."



    



    "Yes." The nurse answered and glanced at the two people inside the ward who were now laughing heartily, and said, "The patient in bed sixteen has a good attitude."



    



    She didn’t say anything when she heard that she had a low fever.



    



    Even with the incident in the evening, there were no complaints.



    



    Cheng Liang also looked into the ward and smiled.



    



    For some reason, he thought of her expression when she was looking at the messy ward from outside. A young girl in her early twenties, her face was serious and a moment of panic in her eyes.



    



    But after locking eyes with him, she immediately calmed down.



    



    He showed her that video, indeed wanting to settle things quietly. The family members of the patient in bed fifteen had caused trouble more than once, and the scoundrel only dared to raise his fist against his wife. The head nurse had designated the bed fifteen as a high-priority patient for monitoring, and the security guard post downstairs had been informed, and they genuinely couldn't stir up much trouble. If the patient in bed sixteen didn't want to change rooms, it would save a lot of trouble.



    



    He initially thought about how to approach the topic, but unexpectedly, the patient in bed sixteen understood it instantly after watching the video.



    



    Her clear eyes stunned him for a moment, and he felt a moment of discomfort, feeling like he deliberately shot this video, as if he had a malicious intention.



    



    He was stabbed again.



    



    Cheng Liang looked at the window on the door of the ward, drooped his eyelids, and walked away with his hands in his pockets.

  
    tl: Hello to Gojira and Eli! Thank you for subscribing to my patreon~



    



     



    



    ~~~



    



     



    



    Chapter 6



    



    Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    Ward rounds are the most anxious time for every inpatient. During this time, patients get to see the doctors who were usually very busy, and it was during this time when patients could get a clear idea of the next treatment plan, when the surgery will be performed, the details of the surgery, and what is going to be done next.



    



    It is the time when many anxious patients and their families get answers.



    



    For Sheng Xia, who has obsessive-compulsive disorder for planning, ward rounds are the most important time of the day.



    



    So even though she had a low fever again when she took her temperature this morning, her spirits lifted the moment she saw the doctors enter in an orderly fashion.



    



    The order and procedures of hospital rounds were regulated. Director Lin stood in the middle, next to him was Deputy Director Li of the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department, and next to him stood Cheng Liang, followed by the residents and a bustling group of interns.



    



    Sheng Xia's cholecystectomy is one of the most common surgeries performed by the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department, so there are not many questions asked during the ward rounds. Cheng Liang, holding the reports from yesterday afternoon, mentioned that her gallbladder condition was okay. The current issue is waiting for the inflammation in her body to subside before proceeding with the surgery. For the next two days, she'll be on IVs, and optimistically, the surgery can be performed in about three days.



    



    Clear and concise, the entire ward round process took less than five minutes. The group of doctors then turned and went to Aunt Liu's bed.



    



    The young doctors stood on one side of the bed, and the other senior doctors stood on the other side. Cheng Liang looked much more formal than his lazy appearance yesterday afternoon. All the buttons of his white coat were buttoned up. Because of his height, he was quite conspicuous among the group of white coats.



    



    But throughout the ward round, Sheng Xia kept staring at him.



    



    There was a tuft of silly hair on his head......



    



    Perhaps because doctors were very busy, no one would care about this kind of detail, but in Sheng Xia's eyes, this tuft of silly hair really stood out too much—Cheng Liang was already tall, and this raised clump of hair added a few more centimeters to his height, making him look like a lone Teletubby standing in the crowd.



    



    Now, this Teletubby was frowning and listening to the resident doctor standing opposite him inquiring about Aunt Liu's health. The doctor's voice was very recognizable, Mandarin with a Southern Fujian accent. This was probably Doctor B, who chatted in the green belt downstairs yesterday evening.



    



    He was wearing a name tag, with the last name Sun, called Sun Lin.



    



    Sheng Xia remembered the climax of this Doctor Sun's chatter—he said that he went to Medical Affairs to complain about Cheng Liang's problematic teaching, and he suspected that Cheng Liang had deliberately delayed his research project as a personal revenge.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Cheng Liang again.



    



    He must know that Sun Lin was the one who talked behind his back yesterday, but...



    



    He didn’t seem to be targeting Sun Lin.



    



    Cheng Liang's style was always quite consistent. He seemed indifferent to everything, and during the whole ward round, he didn’t take the initiative to speak unless necessary.



    



    But this Doctor Sun was obviously weak, speaking with a lack of confidence and stammering. When Director Lin asked him several questions in a row, he answered them all very vaguely. Even a layman like Sheng Xia could feel that if this kid was taking a spot test, he would have failed by now.



    



    "How has the urinary situation been for the patient in Bed 15 from yesterday until now? How many times did they urinate? How many milliliters each time?" Director Lin's face was cold as he closed the medical record in his hands with a snap.



    



    Aunt Liu fidgeted. When it came to urinary problems, she and the nurse kept a close eye on it, so she would know.



    



    Doctor Sun, who once again failed to answer, muttered unconvincingly in a low voice, "This is not Dr. Cheng's patient."



    



    If it wasn’t his mentor’s patient, how could he possibly know such details?



    



    Cheng Liang coldly raised his eyelids and glanced at Doctor Sun.



    



    "What about bed sixteen?" Director Lin pointed at Sheng Xia and looked at Doctor Sun. "Bed sixteen is Dr. Cheng's patient. She has recurrent cholecystitis. She has been to our hospital outpatient clinic, and she has been also to other hepatobiliary hospitals. What medications has she taken in the past ninety days? You should know that, right?"



    



    The ward fell into a dead silence.



    



    Although Doctor Sun had his head down, Sheng Xia could still see a trace of resistance from his stiff back.



    



    "Xiao Zhou, you answer this question." Cheng Liang immediately spoke under Director Lin's increasingly grim face.



    



    Xiao Zhou, the resident doctor who was ordered, stood next to Doctor Sun, and answered without any hesitation. "I don't know the patient in bed sixteen's medication history for the past ninety days. However, I do know about the prescription issued when she came to our hospital."



    



    Then followed a long list of drug names, her outpatient records, and her medication allergy history.



    



    The stifling atmosphere in the ward finally eased a bit. Director Lin snorted, turned his head, and vented his anger on Cheng Liang, "Xiao Zhou is a student of Old Li, not yours! It is your turn to call?"



    



    "That’s why I'm not as good as Deputy Director Li." Cheng Liang immediately followed up.



    



    He was smiling cheekily.



    



    Deputy Director Li, who had been watching the show, patted Cheng Liang on the shoulder and took out Aunt Liu's medical record: "Who can tell me about the treatment plan for hepatorenal syndrome from last month's CC?"



    



    [Hepatorenal Syndrome – a type of progressive kidney failure for people with severe liver damage.]



    



    [Critical Care (CC) – medical care for people who have life-threatening injuries and illnesses.]



    



    Cheng Liang gave his student a chance to perform, so he casually helped Cheng Liang out of a predicament, and the matter of the morning ward round was finally put to rest.



    



    However, after leaving the ward, Director Lin stared at Sun Lin, whose face had already turned the color of a pig’s liver, and asked seriously, "You’re going to rotate department next quarter, right?"



    



    Sun Lin lowered his head even further.



    



    "Write a good summary before your rotation!" Director Lin said this while glaring at Cheng Liang.



    



    Although he was unable to do anything about it, Cheng Liang’s face did change. Instead, he pulled Xiao Zhou to a corner and whispered, "Am I very strange today?"



    



    He asked out of the blue.



    



    The patient in bed sixteen had been staring at him since he entered the room, and he felt like flowers were about to bloom on his head.



    



    Pushing his glasses up, Xiao Zhou, very seriously, asked, "What kind of strange?"



    



    "Looks." Cheng Liang ran his hand down his face from top to bottom.



    



    Xiao Zhou quieted for a second, then, with extreme seriousness, scanned Cheng Liang from head to toe and concluded, "Your hair is messy."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Xiao Zhou: "Your shirt isn't clean."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Xiao Zhou: "The white coat is dirty."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Xiao Zhou: "The soles of your shoes are worn out and leaking."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......How the hell did you notice that?"



    



    Xiao Zhou: "You said it in the duty room yesterday."



    



    ......



    



    Cheng Liang waved his hand tiredly, ignored Director Lin's glare, and, before entering the next ward, tidied his messy hair.



    



    He had done his best in teaching his students.



    



    No matter how much Director Lin glared at him, he wouldn't be able to glare out a flower.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    "The topic you chose is not the direction I specialize in. There are only two months left, and I won't be able to teach you much." On the rooftop of the inpatient building, Cheng Liang looked at Sun Lin. "I asked Deputy Director Li for you. For the next month, just follow him to learn."



    



    After the ward rounds and returning to the office, Director Lin exploded with anger but he didn’t bother to scold Sun Lin, instead, he sprayed Cheng Liang from beginning to end. While Director Lin was about to have high blood pressure from scolding, Cheng Liang, with his thick skin, could still leisurely pour him a glass of water to soothe his throat.



    



    He used a disposable cup.



    



    And cold water.



    



    After being scolded, Cheng Liang called Sun Lin to the rooftop alone.



    



    The rooftop of the old inpatient building had an abandoned helicopter pad. The green paint on the ground had peeled off, leaving only some gray-green spots. The old and quaint setting gave the people standing and chatting there a feeling of shooting a movie.



    



    Therefore, if doctors in the hospital needed to discuss serious matters, they all liked to go to the rooftop to talk.



    



    For example, this matter now.



    



    One of the assessment criteria for teaching at the hospital was the performance of the students, and Cheng Liang took the initiative to change the mentor for Sun Lin just before his rotation, which was equivalent to Cheng Liang’s teaching assessment directly becoming zero.



    



    But when Cheng Liang said it, there was no hesitation in his tone. His tone was very relaxed, and it sounded very casual.



    



    Sun Lin remained silent.



    



    Since he was targeted by Director Lin during the ward round, he never spoke again.



    



    "Are you unsatisfied?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    Sun Lin clenched his fists.



    



    "Then let's blow off some steam before going down." Cheng Liang didn’t intend to dwell on it. He had a night shift yesterday and could go home to wash his clothes this morning.



    



    "What else can I learn if I transfer to Deputy Director Li like this?" Sun Lin asked Cheng Liang.



    



    Being targeted by Director Lin in public and with his mentor actively applying for his transfer, what future could he still have in this hospital?



    



    "That's your business." Cheng Liang was still very calm.



    



    "I've been learning from you for five months. I've done all the dirty and tiring work. I was so tired from working the night shift, and yet, I still had to be dragged by you to the gym to lift weights. You've been suppressing my research project and not approving it. I couldn't take it mentally and physically, so I spoke a few more words when the people from the medical affairs office asked."



    



    Sun Lin's eyes were red.



    



    "Just because of that, you want Director Lin to target me in front of everyone and ruin my future?"



    



    Cheng Liang stopped in his tracks.



    



    "The one who wants to change the mentor now is you, not me."



    



    "I transferred you to Deputy Director Li simply because my teaching style is not suitable for you. The two of us can’t work together to maximize your strengths."



    



    Sun Lin sneered: "What a nice thing to say."



    



    Cheng Liang frowned, then turned around and walked back to Sun Lin.



    



    "You can leave now." He changed his mind. He didn't want Sun Lin to have this place to himself.



    



    Sun Lin was stunned.



    



    "You can go down and flatter Deputy Director Li. Maybe you'll gain something good," Cheng Liang's tone was somewhat sarcastic.



    



    Sun Lin's face turned various shades of blue and red. He clenched his fists and left without looking back.



    



    Leaving Cheng Liang alone on the rooftop, on the desolate and dilapidated abandoned helipad, he took out two lollipops.



    



    "Come out." He felt like he was really suitable for filming movies as he said this with the air of a big shot.



    



    Xiao Zhou, the resident who had demonstrated his scholarly demeanor during the ward rounds, crept out from behind the door and took the lollipop that Cheng Liang handed over.



    



    "He'll hate you to death, and you'll be the stain on his career in the future." Xiao Zhou wiped his glasses. "If something happens to you, he'll be the first to step on you."



    



    "He's going to rotate to another department at the end of the quarter," Cheng Liang felt that Xiao Zhou's thinking was too rigid. "With his performance, no matter which department he goes to, it will be the worst. He definitely won't be able to stay in the hospital, and whether other hospitals in Lucheng will take him is uncertain. Whether he can even be a doctor is also uncertain. How can I be a stain on his career?"



    



    "Then you'll be the first one to ruin his career," Xiao Zhou put it differently.



    



    "Hiss!" Cheng Liang hissed, feeling upset. "If you can't speak well, don't speak."



    



    Xiao Zhou gathered the white coat in his body. The early morning breeze at the end of April still carried a chill: "Actually, you can explain. Say that the medical affairs office won't reveal the informant to the person being reported, that Director Lin targeted him not because of you, and that he can't get along simply because of poor grades and unwillingness to work hard."



    



    Cheng Liang placed the lollipop against his cheek and spun it around. "Do you think he doesn't know that?"



    



    Xiao Zhou turned to look at him.



    



    "His grades can't keep up, and his mind is not on it, he's well aware of it himself," Cheng Liang smiled, pulling up one corner of his mouth, "but blaming others is always simpler than blaming yourself."



    



    Xiao Zhou chewed on the lollipop in his mouth and changed the topic, "My lease is expiring."



    



    "What's that got to do with me?" Cheng Liang was puzzled.



    



    "Deputy Director Li said your place has plenty of rooms, and it's close to our hospital," Xiao Zhou said with a deadpan expression.



    



    "There’s no room available," Cheng Liang impatiently waved his hand.



    



    He was most annoyed in renting a place to a colleague. They'd bother him over trivial matters. Considering Xiao Zhou's performance, he'd probably stay in the hospital in the future. It's best to avoid this kind of person.



    



    "301 is empty," Xiao Zhou didn’t even bat an eye, "Director Lin told me."



    



    Cheng Liang racked his brains, recalling the leasing contract the intermediary gave him before, "......302 seems to be occupied by a single girl, so it’s not suitable for you to live across from her."



    



    "Why?" Xiao Zhou asked very sincerely.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    There was no reason. He simply didn't like men and women living on the same floor to avoid trouble. However, this reason didn't hold water for surgeons like them. If they had time to go home and sleep, that would be great.



    



    "Fix any broken furniture and appliances yourself, pull your own water pipes, power lines, and network cables, don't drill holes in the walls, don't make trouble, and don't cry like a ghost in the middle of the night." Cheng Liang accepted.



    



    Xiao Zhou took out the stick from the lollipop and waved it at him, signaling agreement.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled, twirling the lollipop in his mouth again, watching the hospital gradually become lively.



    



    Time to go home and do the laundry, he thought. The sun is out today.



    



    



    



    ~~~
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    Chapter 7



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    In the next three days, the low-grade fever of Sheng Xia did not subside, and it continued to recur, causing Cheng Liang to postpone the surgery for another three days.



    



    During these days, aside from the first day when Director Lin had a furious outburst during teaching rounds, the other days were relatively peaceful.



    



    However, Aunt Liu's condition became more serious. She was visibly weak, and she spent more time asleep than awake in a day. The amount of ascites in her stomach increased day by day, and according to the nurses, Aunt Liu had already started to have blood in her stool.



    



    As her condition worsened, Director Lin's expression during morning rounds became increasingly serious. The number of times he called Aunt Liu into his office to discuss treatment options also increased, and every time Aunt Liu came back, she always looked hesitant.



    



    Despite everything, Aunt Liu was still very happy most of the time. She watched the new TV dramas that had just started airing and eagerly counted the days until the finale. She said she had to count, hoping that she could go home to watch it when the finale came.



    



    She wanted to watch it comfortably, then go to bed early and continue running her breakfast shop.



    



    When she spoke of these things, a fleeting smile appeared on her face, overshadowing her burnt and sickly appearance.



    



    Sheng Xia's best friend, Tang Caixi, would come over after work these days. The two of them had lived together for a long time, so she felt empty when she went home alone. So Tang Caixi simply brought dinner every day and came to the ward to eat with Sheng Xia. When Aunt Liu was awake, the ward was very lively, filled with laughter and chatter.



    



    Tang Caixi had seen Cheng Liang once. That day was another surgery day for Cheng Liang. He had been performing surgeries all day and was walking past the ward like a zombie, which happened to be seen by Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi.



    



    He was indeed good-looking.



    



    But this withered spirit was really not Tang Caixi’s taste. Tang Caixi only took a glance and immediately started gossiping with her best friend, "It’s really a waste to be a doctor with that face. It’s much better to be a pervert ah! No, being a pervert surgeon actually sounds pretty sexy."



    



    Sheng Xia was speechless. "......That surgeon that fits to be a pervert happens to be your friend’s attending doctor, the one who’s going to open my stomach."



    



    Tang Caixi clapped her hands: "So it’s even more exciting!"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Thank you."



    



    Aunt Liu was half-lying on the bed at the time, watching them with squinting eyes and smiling, even though she was so weak that she couldn't sit up straight.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    One evening, Tang Caixi helped Sheng Xia bring changed clothes after work, and she also brought some snacks like potato chips and other snacks she enjoyed. Carrying large and small bags into the ward, she saw a man sitting by Aunt Liu's sickbed. He was not much older than them.



    



    The atmosphere in the ward was heavy.



    



    Sheng Xia waved at her with a smile, but there was no warmth in her eyes.



    



    The man saw someone coming in and shifted uncomfortably in his chair.



    



    Aunt Liu's complexion became even more darker, her eyes unnaturally yellow. She was lying on her bed with a big belly, expressionless.



    



    "Mom." The man called out, his voice hoarse. "I had no choice but to come to you."



    



    Aunt Liu looked at her only son.



    



    "The current school district is like this now. You have to queue up from birth. Xiaoying just got pregnant, and it’s not too late to buy now. Otherwise, your grandson will have to pay a sponsorship fee if he wants to go to a good school."



    



    "Xiaoying and I only have this much salary. It'll definitely be even tighter after the child is born. How can we afford the sponsorship fee? It's better to grit our teeth and sell the old house now and buy a house in the school district."



    



    Aunt Liu still didn't respond, just looked at her son quietly.



    



    "Mom." The man felt guilty under Aunt Liu's gaze, and he lowered his voice, "That surgery, doing all of them will cost two to three hundred thousand, and it's not one hundred percent curable... "



    



    Aunt Liu finally spoke, her voice very soft, "So, you want me not to have surgery and use the money to buy a house in the school district?"



    



    The man nodded and added eagerly, "The doctor said there are other methods, and surgery isn't necessary."



    



    Aunt Liu seemed to smile, but also not.



    



    She said, "The doctor also said that without surgery, conservative treatment is tantamount to waiting to die."



    



    The man fell silent.



    



    The ward plunged into a heavy silence.



    



    Sheng Xia held Tang Caixi's hand, her heart heavy.



    



    "What did your dad say?" Aunt Liu asked.



    



    "My dad......" The man hesitated. "He said to sell the storefront downstairs together with the house, buy a bigger one, and live together when the time comes."



    



    Aunt Liu really smiled this time: "Sell the breakfast shop? What will your dad live on? You’ll support him?"



    



    The man mumbled, not saying anything.



    



    Aunt Liu looked at the ceiling of the hospital bed and sighed: "He must have someone else outside."



    



    "Mom, what nonsense are you talking about!" The man became anxious. "Dad is so old, how can he!"



    



    Aunt Liu raised the corner of her mouth.



    



    Indeed, how can he!



    



    It's said that a night as a husband and wife leads to a hundred days of grace, and that only by raising children can one prevent old age.



    



    However, when she was seriously ill, her husband and son were discussing selling the house and the breakfast shop to raise money for a new one. What preparing to buy a house in the school district, they were obviously preparing for after her death.



    



    "Leave," Aunt Liu closed her eyes and waved her hand wearily. "I'm tired."



    



    "Mom......" The man didn't leave. He lowered his head and called out in a low voice. "Think about it again, for the sake of your unborn grandson."



    



    Aunt Liu ignored him.



    



    "Xixi, help me call the nurse. It’s time to take my temperature," Sheng Xia said with a cold face.



    



    The man turned his head to glance at them, then looked back at Aunt Liu, who didn't look at him anymore. In the end, he left, leaving with his back hunched, and his overly thin shoulders carrying a worn-out computer bag.



    



    The tears that Aunt Liu had been holding back for a long time finally flowed down after the man's figure completely disappeared.



    



    Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi sat by Aunt Liu's bed, handing her tissues. The two girls didn't say much. Some emotions might indeed be something everyone experiences, but the ways to address them are not.



    



    As outsiders, no one could persuade the person involved with methods they thought would be better for them.



    



    Only the person involved could understand their own choices.



    



    Despite a mutual understanding of sadness, there is still a gap in life.



    



    Aunt Liu didn't say anything either. She just lay on the bed, tears streaming down her face.



    



    The atmosphere in the ward became very depressing. Tang Caixi accompanied Sheng Xia until the nurse began urging her to leave. Aunt Liu fell asleep again. Sheng Xia sat alone in the ward, read a book for a while, then put it down and stared out of the window.



    



    Outside the window, there was a mountain, and at night, it was so dark that no light could penetrate.



    



    Sheng Xia sighed, put on a thin coat, and got out of bed lightly. She quietly opened the door of the ward and slipped out.



    



    It was past eleven at night, and the corridor was empty, with only the sound of the voices at the nurse's station.



    



    Sheng Xia wrapped her coat and turned around, going to the elevator in the corner that was rarely used.



    



    She didn't know where to go, but she had been staying in this small ward for too long, and Aunt Liu’s matter was too depressing, so she desperately needed to breathe some fresh air.



    



    There was a 24-hour coffee shop on the first floor of the inpatient building, she thought.



    



    It would be nice to sit there and get some fresh air.



    



    The small and old elevator made a "ding" sound. Cheng Liang was leaning against the elevator door and holding a cup of coffee, a lollipop in his mouth, and his eyelids were drooping as usual. When he saw Sheng Xia, he was momentarily stunned.



    



    ......



    



    At that moment, Sheng Xia felt guilty, like a high school student caught reading an extracurricular book by the teacher. She pulled her coat again.



    



    "Where are you going?" Cheng Liang, who was so exhausted from the night shift, asked plainly.



    



    His patient, who tried to sneak out in the cleaning staff’s elevator at 11 o’clock in the evening, looked guilty after seeing him.



    



    So Cheng Liang’s expression became serious. He took the lollipop out of his mouth and straightened up.



    



    The doctor would definitely not agree to let her drink coffee at this time.



    



    She still had a low-grade fever yesterday, and today, her saying that she wanted to go out for some fresh air was obviously not something the doctor would approve of.



    



    Sheng Xia's mind turned quickly, and she replied, "I ate too much for dinner and wanted to take a walk."



    



    Cheng Liang said: "......"



    



    Of course, she couldn't have eaten too much. Because of her cholecystitis, the diet he had prescribed her required semi-liquid food. It was already past eleven, so where could she go to walk off a full stomach?



    



    But she really didn't look like she was trying to sneak out. She was just holding a phone in her hand, and she was still wearing a patient gown and slippers.



    



    It did seem like she was just going out for a walk.



    



    Cheng Liang thought of the absurd deeds of the family members of the patient in bed 15 that the nurse was gossiping about today and understood.



    



    "Follow me." He didn't say much, nor did he let Sheng Xia enter the elevator. After the elevator doors closed, holding the coffee, he walked away with the lollipop in his mouth again.



    



    Behind him, Sheng Xia pursed her lips, hesitated for a moment, then jogged a few steps to catch up—when in the hospital, people really become especially obedient to doctors.



    



    Cheng Liang walked casually like this, and Sheng Xia followed nervously behind him. When they passed the nurse's station, the nurses there just greeted Cheng Liang, and no one found anything unusual about this scene—when in the hospital, it was common for a patient to follow a doctor. Usually, it meant something important was being discussed.



    



    And most of the time, it was a significant matter.



    



    But Sheng Xia was really. She just didn't want to stay in the ward for the time being.



    



    "There's a small enclosed balcony over there." After entering the doctor's office, Cheng Liang pointed to the door inside the office, "It's sheltered from the wind. If you want to get some fresh air, you can stay there for a while. But you can’t stay too long. Sleep is very important for patients."



    



    "......What?" Sheng Xia was confused.



    



    "If you don't need to get some air, you can go back to the ward now." Cheng Liang twirled the lollipop in his hand.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "There's a water dispenser at the door, and there are fruits in the fruit basket on top." Seeing that Sheng Xia hadn't left, Cheng Liang added another instruction. He pulled out the office chair, sat down, unlocked the computer, and never spoke again.



    



    He still had the lollipop in his mouth, and the pink candy looked like a cigarette in his mouth. Paired with his unapproachable expression, he looked a little gangly.



    



    Dressed in a white coat...



    



    It was......



    



    It was quite stylish.



    



    Sheng Xia picked an orange and opened the balcony door. It was really a small balcony, with its back against the mountain, facing the street. Even though it was already past eleven, the road of Lucheng was still bustling with traffic, and the height of the eighteen-story building blocked most of the noise, leaving only the flickering car lights, distant and sometimes bright or dim.



    



    Sheng Xia let out a heavy breath.



    



    She was not an emotional person, but after staying in the small ward for too long, her reason became dull. Emotionally, she couldn't accept that Aunt Liu, who was always smiling, warm, and kind, was being treated so unfairly.



    



    Aunt Liu just wanted to live.



    



    But Aunt Liu's family had given up on her and were convincing her to give up on herself.



    



    Looking at the night view, Sheng Xia exhaled heavily again.



    



    Her mother had told her that the world was not beautiful, that behind every shining light, there were unpleasant things happening. The word "beautiful" was just a wish, like a carrot hung in front of a donkey, making the donkey keep pulling the cart.



    



    But even in such a world, there were still many people who wanted to live.



    



    Her mother didn't tell her why, but when she saw Aunt Liu, she suddenly understood why.



    



    Because at this moment, she desperately hoped that Aunt Liu could survive, watch TV series, run her breakfast shop busily, and gossip about the neighbors with her Lucheng accent.



    



    "Thank you." After eating an orange, Sheng Xia closed the balcony door and thanked Cheng Liang sincerely.



    



    Very sincerely.



    



    "Hospitalized patients are not allowed to leave the ward without permission, especially at this late hour." Cheng Liang looked at Sheng Xia. "You must inform the nurse and report when entering or leaving."



    



    "......Sorry." Sheng Xia’s attitude of admitting her mistake was very good.



    



    She really hadn't thought that much just now, she just felt stifled.



    



    "......A three-bed ward will be available the day after tomorrow." Cheng Liang changed the topic again. "If you want to change wards, you can apply in advance."



    



    Sheng Xia fell silent for a moment. "......No need for now."



    



    Cheng Liang raised his eyes and looked at her, then nodded.



    



    No more response.



    



    It was almost midnight, and she should go to bed.



    



    He did think that Aunt Liu's family was too peculiar, so when he saw Sheng Xia feeling stifled, he felt a bit sympathetic.



    



    But if she didn't return to the ward now, he would have to kick her out.



    



    "Dr. Cheng..." Sheng Xia seemed to hesitate for a long time before speaking.



    



    Cheng Liang made a questioning sound, looking at her.



    



    "That..." Sheng Xia raised her hand and patted the top of her head, gesturing. "Your hair is messy."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia: "Good night, Dr. Cheng."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"

  
    tl: Thank you to Maria for subscribing to my patreon~!



    



     



    



    Chapter 8



    



    Sheng Xia



    



    



    



    The lineup for the ward rounds on the second day was different from usual. Director Lin and Deputy Director Li were both absent, and the person who presided over the rounds was Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang had been on night duty the whole night. His mouth was filled with the taste of lemon lollipops mixed with coffee. Although he had buttoned up his white coat for fear of getting caught by the disciplinary inspectors, it was still loose. However, his hair was surprisingly neat today, and it looked like he had specially combed it.



    



    "The directors are attending a symposium today, so it's just us for the morning rounds." He spoke, still using his lazy tone.



    



    "Pay attention to the patients in these beds." He pointed to the beds marked on the form, and meticulously followed the hospital's established ward round preparation process. Then waved his hand, leading a dozen or so people to start the rounds.



    



    If Director Lin found out, he would probably nag him again, Cheng Liang thought as he pushed open the door of the first ward.



    



    In Director Lin's standards, strictly following procedures without engaging one's mind was considered perfunctory, and Cheng Liang loved this kind of perfunctory the most.



    



    It saves time, and effort, and is safe.



    



    Just like today's rounds, there were no mistakes or accidents.



    



    Except for bed 15.



    



    Aunt Liu, who was in bed 15, was in particularly good spirits today. She had gotten out of bed early, changed into a clean hospital gown, and combed her hair neatly.



    



    "Dr. Cheng," her complexion didn't look as pale and haggard as the past two days, "I've made up my mind. I’ll have the surgery."



    



    The ward instantly fell silent.



    



    None of the doctors spoke right away, and even Sheng Xia, who was sitting by the bed memorizing vocabulary, looked at Aunt Liu.



    



    "The money for the surgery can be arranged," Aunt Liu said, "My family has started selling the house. Once it’s sold, I'll hand the money over to the hospital, and then I can have the surgery."



    



    "Has your family agreed?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    Bed 15 was Director Lin's patient, and he had consulted experts several times for this patient. He should be very pleased to hear this news.



    



    "I will talk to them." Aunt Liu seemed to have really thought it through, and she didn't hesitate at all. She even analyzed for the doctors, "They say that after marriage, the property is divided equally. If the house is sold, I'll only take my half, which should be enough for the surgery."



    



    "That's my money. Even if they don’t agree, it doesn't matter. If it doesn't work out, I can still get a divorce. After a divorce, the property will have to be divided equally." Aunt Liu hurriedly looked into Cheng Liang's eyes, "I always have to live. I'll live first then figure out the rest."



    



    "Director Lin will return to Lucheng tomorrow afternoon. He will call your family to talk with you about the cost and risks of the surgery." Cheng Liang didn't waste words. "If everything is confirmed to be okay, we can proceed with the surgery."



    



    "Your physical condition......" Cheng Liang flipped through Aunt Liu's medical records. "The sooner the surgery, the better."



    



    "Okay, okay, okay." Aunt Liu nodded vigorously.



    



    Aunt Liu, who had decided to seize the last chance to live, was immersed in the exuberance of finally figuring things out. However, Sheng Xia, who had watched the whole thing from the sidelines, saw the subtle looks that had been exchanged among the interns.



    



    There was hesitation.



    



    There was an ambiguous meaning.



    



    The most obvious sign of disapproval was from Dr. Sun, who had been severely cut down by Director Lin before.



    



    "And you." Cheng Liang suddenly looked up and walked straight to Sheng Xia, "Your test results from this morning are out. You can have the surgery. It's scheduled for the day after tomorrow, Thursday."



    



    "I’ll talk to you about the surgery process and risks to you tomorrow night. Have your friend come along too." He gave instructions as he walked, followed by a group of doctors.



    



    Sheng Xia was frightened by this formation and nodded nervously.



    



    "If I’m quick, can I catch up with Xiao Xia's surgery?" Aunt Liu, who had decided on a major event, felt more relaxed and even looked forward to it.



    



    "Maybe we can be discharged together." She grinned, her yellowed eye corners filled with smile lines.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't answer. Sheng Xia saw his hand holding the medical record pause, then he put it into the pocket of his white coat.



    



    The ward rounds were over.



    



    Doctors never revealed unnecessary emotions and words in front of patients, but Sheng Xia perceived a subtle emotion in the expressions of the interns.



    



    It probably wasn't a surgery with a very high success rate, and that was why doctors like Dr. Sun would disagree. Patients like Aunt Liu were too prone to disputes.



    



    However, looking at Aunt Liu, who looked so elated, Sheng Xia suppressed the slight hesitation in her heart.



    



    Life is the most important.



    



    One must always live on, and then think about other things later.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Sheng Xia didn't know how Aunt Liu specifically told her family about her decision to undergo surgery. No matter how calm and composed she was, she was only in her early twenties after all, and the fact that she was about to have surgery and have her gallbladder removed and was finally about to enter the final preparation stage, affected her mental state—at least she didn't finish memorizing her English words today.



    



    On Wednesday, the last day of the countdown to Sheng Xia's surgery, two things happened on the 18th floor of the inpatient department.



    



    The first thing was about Aunt Liu.



    



    This time, many people from her family came. Sheng Xia saw Aunt Liu's husband, who had been kicked out by the security guard before, her son, and her daughter-in-law, who was pregnant but not yet showing. The three of them had very ugly expressions.



    



    "There’s no way I’m going to agree to this." Aunt Liu's husband said with a dark face even before entering the ward. "You know that surgery has risks, right? Why did the doctors advise you to have surgery? It's because their hospital wants to make money! Your ears are soft, you believe whatever anyone says to you."



    



    His voice was very loud, especially the part about the hospital wanting to make money, which was practically shouted out, and the entire floor of the hospital building should have heard it.



    



    Aunt Liu was both angry and anxious. Her body was weak, so she didn’t have the strength to stand up and pull her husband in. She could only slap the bed board hard while suppressing her voice, "You come in! Come in and close the door, and speak more quietly!"



    



    She had been gossiping all her life, and the thing she feared most was being gossiped about.



    



    But her man looked like he was here to trouble, standing at the door, loudly yelling: "I haven't done anything wrong! Why should I keep my voice down?! It’s this black-hearted hospital that is doing something wrong! They can't cure diseases! They even want to make money from dying people!"



    



    The nurses had been on alert since the family entered the ward area, and were now planning to contact security.



    



    Aunt Liu was so anxious that her eyes were red, and she also yelled at the top of her lungs, "Your wife is still alive, and you already found another woman to change the locks at home, do you still dare to say you haven’t done anything wrong?!"



    



    Aunt Liu’s family froze.



    



    Sheng Xia also froze.



    



    Only Aunt Liu was sitting on the bed, panting heavily, her red neck covered in blue veins.



    



    "Come in all of you!" She roared hoarsely, "I'm someone who’s about to die, I don’t care about face anymore. Those barefoot are not afraid of those with shoes [1]. You’re all healthy and will live for a long time. If you don't want to be pointed at for the rest of your lives, close the door and come in and talk!"



    



    "You......" The man hesitated at the door for a long time and actually came in. His voice was also much softer, "Which malicious dead bitch talked nonsense with you again?"



    



    Aunt Liu breathed heavily and sneered, "I've gossiped about people all my life. I know everything about the white and red affairs of every family in the neighborhood. How could I not know if my own man is fooling around?"



    



    The man fell silent.



    



    Aunt Liu's daughter-in-law secretly pinched Aunt Liu’s son's arm. Her skinny son sat down next to Aunt Liu with a mumbled call, "Mom."



    



    Aunt Liu turned her head to look at him.



    



    After the unhappy parting that day, her son never came to the hospital again. After not seeing each other for two or three days, Aunt Liu became even thinner. Her whole person looked emaciated, with a face showing a ghastly deathly aura.



    



    Aunt Liu's son stiffened his neck and couldn't say anything after calling "Mom."



    



    "You want to buy a house in the school district, right?" Aunt Liu smiled instead, "You also want to buy a big one, right?"



    



    Aunt Liu's daughter-in-law stood there, interrupting uncomfortably, "Mom, don't worry about these things, just get well."



    



    "I'm dying soon." Aunt Liu looked at her daughter-in-law, "If I don't worry about it now, do you plan to tell me in a dream after I'm buried?"



    



    This daughter-in-law was brought back by her son after dating for half a year. She was actually quite obedient. Compared to her son and husband, the most her daughter-in-law did was persuade them to buy a house.



    



    "I know why you want to buy a house." Aunt Liu leaned over and took a sip of water from her cup. "The house you live in now was bought before you were married, and your name is not on the title deed, so it’s unreliable. The man you married is not reliable, your mother-in-law is about to die, and your father-in-law is fascinated by the vixen outside, so you’re afraid that if you don’t get something, you and your child will have to suffer in the future."



    



    "Buying a school district house is the right thing to do." Aunt Liu said.



    



    Aunt Liu's son's eyes lit up.



    



    "But selling the breakfast shop and the house together to buy a bigger one is not right." Aunt Liu continued to say, holding her daughter-in-law's hand without looking at her son.



    



    "Xiaoying ah, your father-in-law has someone interested in him now because he has money in his hands. After all, he's still the boss of a breakfast shop. He doesn't have a retirement salary. If the breakfast shop is gone, he loses his livelihood. Which vixen do you think would want such an old man?"



    



    Aunt Liu's daughter-in-law was stunned.



    



    "You buy a bigger one, and he will have to live with you guys then. Have you thought about that?" Aunt Liu asked.



    



    She tilted her head, asking slowly.



    



    But it made the faces of several people turn pale.



    



    A son who was not filial would naturally not want to bring his old father along to live with him. Not even the son himself wanted to, let alone the daughter-in-law.



    



    "Your father-in-law's wishful thinking, I know it too," Aunt Liu half-laid on the bed. "I've always been managing the breakfast shop. After I became immobile, he resorted to buying and selling youtiao and soy milk. He's not sincere in business, always thinking of taking advantage by buying cheap things that are never fresh, so the business is getting worse and worse."



    



    "He doesn't want to work anymore, so he just pretends to be generous and sells everything, and in the future, he'll rely on his son for food and shelter."



    



    "He can do it," Aunt Liu looked at her husband and repeated, "He can do it."



    



    "What the hell are you talking about!" Aunt Liu's husband yelled with a dark expression.



    



    "Which of my nonsense words is wrong?" Aunt Liu asked in return.



    



    Aunt Liu's husband turned red but could only mutter, "You're just confused due to illness. What you say with current condition doesn’t count, and they can’t be taken seriously."



    



    Aunt Liu ignored him.



    



    She seemed like a different person. Since the night she decided to have the surgery, she appeared as if she put on armor, discarded her dignity, and brought out all the rotten things in her family, laying them out in front of them.



    



    She just wanted to live.



    



    "So, I've thought about it," Aunt Liu looked at her family. "We'll still buy a house in a school district, but the two of you have low wages, so it's enough to buy a small that can accommodate a family of three. Sell the house we currently live in, and that should be enough."



    



    "As for the storefront of the breakfast shop, we'll sell that too, but this money can't go to both of you. This money, your father and I will split it evenly," Aunt Liu continued. "My half will be used to save my life, and as for your father’s, it'll be for his retirement. If you don't want to take care of him, then so be it."



    



    "What do you think?" Aunt Liu didn't ask her husband. She looked directly at her daughter-in-law.



    



    Sheng Xia, who had been watching the whole time, gave Aunt Liu a thumbs-up when she looked her way.



    



    Auntie, you really didn’t watch all those TV dramas about family gossip in vain??



    



    



    



    Footnote:



    



    [1] Those barefoot are not afraid of those with shoes – an idiom suggesting that someone who has nothing to lose may be more daring or fearless in their actions.

  
    Chapter 9



    



    Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    Aunt Liu, who was seriously ill, used the internal strength she had accumulated from a lifetime of family chores to win herself an opportunity to have a peaceful discussion between her family and Director Lin. At least on the surface, her family didn't say much more. They simply stated that they would wait until after the discussion with Director Lin to decide anything.



    



    The ward was once again quiet. Aunt Liu's family members, with their various expressions and different thoughts, all kept their heads down, playing with their phones, busy with who knows what.



    



    Meanwhile, Aunt Liu, who had won a small victory, half leaned on the edge of the bed, her burnt complexion calm and serene, without joy or sorrow.



    



    She just wanted to live, seize every opportunity, and do her best.



    



    Even if her closest loved ones thought that the cost of saving her was too high, not worth exhausting everything for.



    



    She didn’t ask them to give everything they had, she just took back what was rightfully hers, what she deserved as the mistress of the family, as a mother to her children, as a wife to her husband.



    



    She missed her mother, who had passed away many years ago. After she got married, whenever she felt embarrassed about being short of money, she would go to her mother's house and sit for a while. They wouldn't say anything, but when she left, her mother would always slip some money into her pocket.



    



    Now, there was no one who loved her so much anymore.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The second thing that happened on the 18th floor of the inpatient department happened near evening. After greeting the nurses, Sheng Xia went to the cafeteria for dinner. On her way back, she passed by the doctors' office and found it full of people.



    



    There were only two doctors, Director Lin and Cheng Liang, and opposite them were a dozen or so imposing strangers, holding banners with bold black letters on a white background and wearing white bands on their heads.



    



    There were also reporters standing at the door.



    



    A medical dispute.



    



    Sheng Xia saw that the on-duty civilian police officers from downstairs and hospital security guards were already inside, but no matter how they tried to persuade and push, the two middle-aged men in their forties and fifties who were leading the group refused to leave, clamoring that the black-hearted doctors had killed someone.



    



    "The day before yesterday, after the Whipple surgery Director Lin had performed that afternoon, the patient had postoperative bleeding," a well-informed nurse whispered from behind her. "Director Lin told the family that they needed to have another surgery immediately, but the family refused, claiming that the hospital was extorting money from them. They said that they had made a mistake during the surgery, so that there would be bleeding, making them pay again for another surgery. They stubbornly refused to sign the consent form for the surgery."



    



    "As a result, the patient was left in the ICU for two days and then passed away," the nurse lowered her voice. "Obviously, the bleeding point had been found, and the patient could have been saved after the surgery. Instead of consenting to the surgery, they prevented Director Lin from performing it, and the patient died as a result."



    



    "Now they're causing trouble, bringing in reporters, holding banners at the main entrance, demanding compensation from the hospital."



    



    "What should we do now?" A new intern nurse encountered this kind of thing for the first time and, thinking of news reports, became somewhat flustered. "Should we call the police? We only have two civilian police officers on duty downstairs."



    



    "It should be fine. The two sons have been restrained," the head nurse had seen this before and was very calm. "Don't just stand around here, go and do what you need to do."



    



    The situation did indeed seem to be under control. The two people who had been making a scene and rolling on the ground had been pinned down by the police officers and couldn't move. The others who had come to cause trouble didn't make any further moves. Sheng Xia saw Director Lin and Cheng Liang standing together, Cheng Liang's expression was indifferent, cold, and distant.



    



    The change happened in an instant.



    



    A young man in his early twenties suddenly rushed out from the crowd that was making trouble. He kicked over the security guard standing in front of the doctors and reached out, grabbing Director Lin's hair.



    



    Poor Director Lin was in his fifties, and the force of the tug almost caused him to fall to the ground. Fortunately, Cheng Liang, who was standing to him, reacted very quickly, grabbing Director Lin with one hand and reaching out with the other to try to pry the young man's hand away.



    



    "Don't come any closer!" The young man's empty hand somehow produced a utility knife, which he swung at Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang was still holding onto Director Lin with one hand, and half of his body was completely defenseless against the young man. Even though his motor nerves were well-developed, and he moved very quickly, he only had time to dodge and avoid the utility knife. However, he couldn’t pull Director Lin back.



    



    "Don't come any closer!" After succeeding, the young man became extremely excited. He kept pulling back while holding Director Lin's neck and waving the utility knife wildly at the security guards who wanted to rush forward. "If you come over, I'll stab him to death!"



    



    A minute ago, some people in the crowd who were just watching the show screamed. The experienced head nurse asked everyone to back away with a pale face. Amidst the chaos, only Cheng Liang, expressionless, asked the young man, "What do you want?"



    



    The young man panted heavily with the knife in his hand.



    



    "You were originally just causing a disturbance. Once the situation stabilizes, you can sit down and discuss your grievances with our colleagues in the medical affairs department," Cheng Liang’s white coat had been slashed with a long cut to avoid the utility knife just now, revealing the gray-cyan shirt underneath. "But by causing this commotion, you've escalated the situation beyond a mere disturbance."



    



    The young man glared at him and still didn’t speak.



    



    "Director Lin is old and has high blood pressure. If you continue dragging him like this and something happens, you'll ruin the rest of your life," Cheng Liang's voice was not loud, and his tone was not fierce, but it made people’s backs feel cold, "If you have grievances, just say it. Don’t make things worse."



    



    "Xiao Sen, let him go," the middle-aged man who was pinned down on the ground started pleading, too. "We're just here to talk about compensation. What are you doing?"



    



    The young man, who was indifferent to Cheng Liang's words, reacted strongly to these two sentences from the middle-aged man, "Compensation?! My grandfather is dead, what can they compensate?!"



    



    "I want this doctor who killed people to kneel in front of my grandfather's funeral hall and wear mourning clothes!" The young man fiercely strangled Director Lin's neck.



    



    Director Lin's face quickly turned red. Afraid that struggling would aggravate him further, he could only remain motionless and let the young man pull him around. Only his hands were hanging unnaturally in the air, afraid of accidentally injuring them during the scuffle.



    



    Those were the hands of a surgeon who saved lives.



    



    "Were you not present during your grandfather's surgery?" Cheng Liang spoke up again.



    



    This topic finally caught the young man's attention, who said viciously, "If I hadn't been out of town, I wouldn't have let you quack doctors touch my grandfather!"



    



    Cheng Liang seemed to inadvertently move a step to the side, and the young man's gaze subconsciously followed him.



    



    "Postoperative bleeding is one of the possible complications of your grandfather's surgery, and it's actually very easy to treat," Cheng Liang continued slowly, taking a step with each word, the torn white coat swaying.



    



    In order to hear Cheng Liang more clearly, the young man dragged Director Lin along with him.



    



    Not far behind him, the police officer who was pinning down the middle-aged man were waiting for an opportunity.



    



    "As long as we find the bleeding point," Cheng Liang continued to move slowly as he spoke, "we can solve it with a small operation......"



    



    The rest of his words were drowned by screams.



    



    The police who had been lying in wait seized the opportunity and quickly stood up. He kicked the utility knife out of the young man's hand and slammed his elbow into the young man's body.



    



    The young man cried out in pain and subconsciously let go.



    



    Director Lin stumbled forward with his hands raised in the air, and was helped down by Cheng Liang.



    



    The farce finally came to an end.



    



    The young man who was subdued by the police still stared at Cheng Liang, and asked persistently, "Why didn't you perform the surgery? You all knew there was bleeding. Why didn't you stop it?"



    



    Everyone thought that Cheng Liang wouldn't answer this question. He mentioned the surgery purely to attract the young man's attention and rescue Director Lin. He had never concealed his disgust for these people, not even bothering to give them a second glance.



    



    However, amidst the chaos, Cheng Liang squatted down and looked directly at the young man.



    



    "The hospital requires the patient or their family to sign a consent form for surgery," he said. "Your family only wanted compensation, they didn't want to sign."



    



    Director Lin, who had just been rescued, was busy checking if his hands were injured. He had inadvertently let go of Cheng Liang's reins, and the back of his head was numb at this moment, and he only felt that something was wrong.



    



    "Your family just let your grandfather lie in the ICU, preventing us from performing surgery or treatment."



    



    "The bleeding point in your grandfather was only this big." Cheng Liang stretched out his hand, showing a gap of less than half a centimeter between his thumb and forefinger, "He bled for two days and eventually died from blood loss."



    



    The young man, with his hands restrained behind his back, trembled with his lips and face: "You're lying!"



    



    Cheng Liang pulled up the corner of his mouth: "They just told you they were here to talk about compensation."



    



    After he finished speaking, he did not say anything more, maintaining an almost smiling expression, watching the young man's face go from red to white, his eyes filled with overturned madness and confusion after being subverted.



    



    That person didn't even dare to look at his elders who were lying on the ground just now. He didn't even dare to ask.



    



    "Don't provoke him anymore." The policeman holding the young man frowned, not wanting to escalate the situation further.



    



    Cheng Liang lowered his head and smiled slightly, then straightened his back, and stood up again.



    



    "Damn, Senior Brother really went crazy today," whispered a young doctor who had arrived late to the office because of dinner and could only watch from the sidelines.



    



    "How cool," sighed another young doctor.



    



    Sheng Xia turned around. She recognized the young doctor who sighed. Cheng Liang liked to call him to answer questions and called him Xiao Zhou.



    



    The top student among the resident doctors.



    



    He always answered questions smoothly, and he never hesitated.



    



    "So there’s a reason why he keeps telling us to go to the gym." Xiao Zhou sipped on his sugar-added milk tea and adjusted his glasses.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Because of the incident in the evening, the process of Sheng Xia’s preoperative communication became very meticulous.



    



    In order to avoid the trouble of patients and their families disagreeing on the surgical opinions, Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi's preoperative discussions were conducted separately, one-on-one. First, Cheng Liang and Tang Caixi discussed the surgical process, and only after that did Sheng Xia go to sign the consent form.



    



    Poor Tang Caixi didn't know anything about gallstones before. Ten minutes in, she listened with trepidation and turned pale. When she came out, she grabbed Sheng Xia's arm. "Maybe we should have your parents come over. I'm scared."



    



    "......What are you scared of for my surgery?" Sheng Xia was dumbfounded.



    



    "After all, it's an operation. What if something happens during the operation? I've listed almost half a sheet of A4 paper with the potential dangers," Tang Caixi was so nervous that she had a stomachache.



    



    "But those are all 'what ifs'," Sheng Xia patted Tang Caixi's shoulder. "It's fine. Even if there's a 'what if,' isn’t there still you outside? If anything happens, I’ll be at ease with you."



    



    Tang Caixi was easily moved after being stimulated, and her eyes reddened.



    



    Sheng Xia's words were very sincere. After seeing the family members of two different patients, it made her think that sometimes family members might not always be reliable......



    



    Although her parents certainly weren't that crazy.



    



    "I'm going in," Sheng Xia adjusted her hospital gown and prepared to go in to sign.



    



    "Wait," Tang Caixi still held her. "Don't be afraid when you go in, I think that Dr. Cheng......"



    



    "Is a bit fierce," Tang Caixi swallowed hard. "That face with the icy tone and the bloody content..."



    



    She retracted her previous statement about the perverted doctor being cool and emphasized to Sheng Xia repeatedly, "Don't be scared!"



    



    It seemed that she herself was scared to the point of peeing her pants.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Okay."



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    There was only Cheng Liang in the office. The things that were knocked over and broken during the evening commotion had all been cleaned up, making it look somewhat empty.



    



    Cheng Liang saw Sheng Xia coming in, nodded, and pointed to the seat beside him. "Sit."



    



    Cold, without any emotion.

  
    Chapter 10



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang's mood was at its worst.



    



    It wasn't entirely because of the medical dispute. After encountering this kind of thing many times, not only his heart grew colder but also the anger he could muster became less.



    



    He was angry because of Director Lin's attitude—the first reaction of this conservative surgeon who had performed surgeries all his life when encountering such an incident was to protect his own hands.



    



    And also because of his behavior of provoking the patient's family in the end, he was pressed in the office and berated for an hour. Obviously, his neck still had red marks from strangulation, and his wife and children were desperately calling him after hearing about the incident.



    



    Director Lin didn't care about medical disputes, he only cared about what plan should be used to treat the patient, and he only cared about whether or not the students he taught were making progress.



    



    Cheng Liang admitted that he would never be able to reach such a state in his life. Yet, after being held hostage with a knife, the first thing Director Lin did was educate him, advising him not to be strong as a doctor in this kind of situation, in case he stimulated the patient's family, as they might still have a knife.



    



    He said it wasn't worth it.



    



    This kind of profound sentiment made him angry.



    



    Angry for Director Lin.



    



    "Why me?" He asked Director Lin seriously, which was a rare occurrence. "You have so many students, many of whom are more talented than me. Why just me?"



    



    He had been guided by Director Lin, given various opportunities that made others envy him, and taught painstakingly.



    



    He, on the other hand, was like a stubborn rock.



    



    "People with better talent than you are not as straightforward as you, and those who are as straightforward as you don't have such a solid foundation as you." Director Lin always answered Cheng Liang's questions.



    



    Cheng Liang was straightforward, had little material desires, and had good talent. He was the most suitable student he could find to inherit his mantle.



    



    But he hadn't reached enlightenment yet. He was too straightforward, so there was a gap between his world and the real world. Therefore, he couldn’t figure out many things and it was really hard for him to really be motivated.



    



    "Being a doctor is a special profession. They can touch life and death, and they can see the worst of human nature," Director Lin's neck was still red from the strangulation. "To persist in such a profession and enjoy it, you need conviction."



    



    "Some doctors' belief is in saving lives, while others' belief is in researching techniques. At my age, besides saving lives, all that’s left for me is educating students."



    



    The prime time for a surgeon to perform surgeries isn’t long. Passing on knowledge from generation to generation, letting the younger generation take fewer detours, is Director Lin's current focus.



    



    "You need to find your conviction." Director Lin left Cheng Liang with these words.



    



    As a result, Cheng Liang's mood became even worse.



    



    He would turn thirty next year, but he still couldn't find his conviction, and he didn’t even know where to start.



    



    He just felt irritable—irritable communicating with patients, irritable with hospital personnel, irritable mentoring students, and irritable with quarterly evaluations.



    



    After experiencing such an incident in the afternoon, he still had to work normally at night, which made him even more irritable.



    



    "Here’s a list of problems that may occur during surgery, and these are the possible complications after surgery," Cheng Liang pointed out the clauses of the preoperative communication consent form with a pen, and read them to Sheng Xia one by one.



    



    "If you have any questions, ask me at any time," he noticed halfway through that Sheng Xia was unusually quiet and emphasized, "Signing this paper means you understand and agree to the risks mentioned above and are willing to undergo surgery voluntarily."



    



    Sheng Xia just nodded thoughtfully, still not saying anything.



    



    Cheng Liang looked at her steadily for a while, then lowered his head and continued to read the preoperative communication that he had read countless times. Her friend’s reaction was more normal than hers, asking several times about some scary terms, and her face turned pale when she went out.



    



    Sheng Xia seemed too calm, even a little absent-minded.



    



    "Sign it," finishing reading a piece of paper didn't take much time. Since the patient herself didn't care, and he had reminded her, it was enough.



    



    Cheng Liang began to feel irritable again.



    



    "Dr. Cheng." Sheng Xia didn't take the pen but raised her head to look at him, and finally spoke.



    



    They were sitting very close to each other to read the informed consent form. When Sheng Xia looked up, she almost bumped into Cheng Liang's chin, and her hair brushed against his face.



    



    Cheng Liang's office chair slid back half a step without a sound, and he politely asked, "What’s the matter?"



    



    It turned out she wasn't refusing to ask, she just wanted to ask all the questions together.



    



    Cheng Liang wasn't sure whether to breathe a sigh of relief or to brace himself. In his impression, Sheng Xia wasn't a difficult patient, but today's medical dispute made him instinctively wary.



    



    "For my situation," Sheng Xia spoke while carefully choosing her words, "who is alone in a foreign place and whose parents and relatives cannot come over for the surgery, can I also entrust a friend to sign on my behalf? Would just signing an authorization letter be enough?"



    



    Cheng Liang's pen spun in his hand as he frowned slightly. "Yes."



    



    This question sounded too much like the prelude to stirring up trouble.



    



    His previous sympathy was in vain, and this person even ate one of his oranges.



    



    Sheng Xia fell silent for a moment. She hesitated whether to continue asking, wondering if she was being too meddlesome.



    



    "So..." she eventually spoke up, "in a situation like Aunt Liu's, if she finds someone she trusts to sign the consent form, is that also feasible? After all, Aunt Liu is currently a conscious, competent adult."



    



    This was the first thought that popped into her mind after searching for the preoperative communication process on the internet yesterday. What if Aunt Liu had an accident while under general anesthesia and needed a family member's signature? Which one of her family members would genuinely want to save her?



    



    Cheng Liang remained silent for a long time.



    



    For some reason, the anger he had been feeling since the afternoon began to burn again, almost uncontrollably, along with his irritability.



    



    "You're scheduled for a cholecystectomy tomorrow," he said. "Although it's a minimally invasive procedure, according to the classification of surgical risks, this surgery is a level three surgery, which is just one level lower than the highest-risk level four surgery."



    



    "Even a senior attending physician like me can only perform this surgery under the guidance of a superior physician."



    



    He shouldn't be like this.



    



    Reading according to the informed consent form, which had been carefully deliberated over countless times by the hospital's legal and medical departments, was the safest thing to do.



    



    He shouldn't have been confronting her like this after experiencing a medical dispute in the afternoon.



    



    But the nameless indignation in his heart couldn't be vented. Looking at Sheng Xia's clear eyes, his mouth began to act on its own accord.



    



    "You have been having a low-grade fever since you were admitted to the hospital. Chronic cholecystitis will definitely cause cholecystic adhesions. If the adhesions are severe and make laparoscopic cholecystectomy difficult, it may even be converted to open abdominal surgery during the surgery."



    



    "The gallbladder is an organ for concentrating and storing bile in the body. After the surgery, your digestive function will definitely not be the same as when you had your gallbladder. You will experience diarrhea and indigestion more frequently than ordinary people."



    



    "These are the questions you should be asking me, the things you need to consider tonight."



    



    Rather than asking about the condition of a fellow ward patient with whom she had only spent a few days.



    



    "But surgery is necessary..." Sheng Xia was confused by Cheng Liang's series of words. "I went to several hospitals and did a lot of tests before I decided to have the surgery. They all said that my current gallbladder must be removed."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He needed to consider changing careers. His recent state of mind had reached a point where patients had to persuade him that the surgery was necessary.



    



    "I just want to ask if Aunt Liu's situation can also designate a trustee while she’s conscious," Sheng Xia brought the topic back.



    



    Since she had decided to be a busybody, she had to stick to it.



    



    "Do you want to do it?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    The question was very abrupt, and the tone was strange.



    



    Sheng Xia was stunned.



    



    "Bed 15 is a regular in the hospital. We are very familiar with her family situation," Cheng Liang said, looking at Sheng Xia.



    



    At that moment, Sheng Xia felt as if she saw Cheng Liang facing the troublemakers in the evening.



    



    "She doesn't have the kind of person you’re talking about."



    



    Someone she could trust, someone who would first think of saving her in a critical moment.



    



    People who have been sick for a long time are always isolated and helpless.



    



    "So, do you want to be her trustee? Help her make decisions about whether to continue treatment when she loses consciousness, to help her decide what method and what medications to use?"



    



    "Take on her life, or, to be kinder, help her solve her financial problems?"



    



    This question was exceptionally malicious, and his tone sounded exactly like when he told the young man holding the knife in the evening that his grandfather had died from blood loss, that he could have been saved but his family refused to sign the consent form and he was dragged to death.



    



    With resentment, as if Cheng Liang wasn't asking Sheng Xia, but himself.



    



    Is the so-called belief really like the Buddha who cuts his flesh to feed the eagle?



    



    Is it because he couldn’t be that selfless so he couldn’t be the kind of student Director Lin was satisfied with?



    



    He looked at Sheng Xia's round eyes and thought of the way she looked when she was streaming, looking at the camera and saying that it was too lacking. He thought of the smile on the corner of her lips when she understood in a second after watching the video he took.



    



    "Sorry." Cheng Liang suddenly woke up. "It's been a bit much today, and I'm not in the best mood."



    



    He took the initiative to apologize honestly and did not continue the topic.



    



    "The question you asked is doable." He replied, treating her like any other patient, being a professional doctor. "As long as Bed 15 finds a suitable candidate, it's possible to communicate with Director Lin before the surgery."



    



    "Are there any other questions?" He asked, handing her the pen again, "If there are no more questions, just sign here."



    



    This time, Sheng Xia took the pen. Her handwriting was very beautiful, each stroke was sharp, very different from her gentle appearance.



    



    "Aren't you having candy today?" She asked after signing.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned.



    



    Sheng Xia took out a lollipop from the pocket of her hospital gown. It wasn’t the brand he usually ate, more like the strawberry lollipops from a convenience store, and there was a big pink strawberry in it. She held it and handed it to him.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "I see you eating candy every day." Sheng Xia returned the signed consent form to Cheng Liang.



    



    She bought it at the convenience store downstairs. She didn't like candy, but when she saw lollipops, she thought of Cheng Liang and couldn't help but buy a few.



    



    "Dr. Cheng," she said, "thank you for your hard work tomorrow."



    



    "I understand the risks of the surgery, and I know that surgery is necessary for my current condition. I'm also aware of the possible postoperative complications."



    



    "For the sake of my health, I will have a light diet after the surgery and have regular check-ups, so that your hard work will not be in vain."



    



    On this particularly disheartening evening, the girl in front of him gave him candy and words that were sweeter than candy.



    



    It was comforting.



    



    "And thank you for Aunt Liu's matter as well." She thanked him again, stood up, adjusted her chair, and turned to leave.



    



    "Sheng Xia." Cheng Liang stopped her.



    



    "You can't be Aunt Liu's trustee." Cheng Liang said.



    



    Even if he met all Buddhas who liked to cut their flesh and feed it to eagles, he couldn't watch them jump into the abyss one by one.



    



    Sheng Xia was stunned and smiled: "Of course not, I'm just a ward mate with her."



    



    Even Aunt Liu herself probably wouldn't have such thoughts.



    



    This Dr. Cheng......



    



    His thought process when he was angry and awkward was quite cute.



    



    It somehow matched his world-weary face.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He didn't know what Sheng Xia’s smile meant before she left, but he looked at the lollipop she left behind, and for some reason, he didn't like it at all.



    



    It was as if this girl had stabbed him again, and it hurt.



    



    "Tch." He snorted softly, opened the drawer, and tossed the lollipop inside.



    



    In there, there were many pens he had secretly saved.

  
    Chapter 11



    



    Sheng Xia



    



    



    



    Sheng Xia's surgery was scheduled as the second operation in the morning. Early in the morning, a nurse came into the ward with a disinfected hospital gown, bustling around giving instructions.



    



    After a week and a half of liquid diet and taking bowel cleansing medicine last night, Sheng Xia was feeling weak from hunger. She was so hungry that she was stunned when the nurse emphasized that the gown had to be worn backward, with the back in the front.



    



    "It's easier to put on and take off," the nurse explained.



    



    With this simple sentence, the whole cholecystectomy surgery suddenly became more concrete.



    



    "Are you scared?" Aunt Liu looked at Sheng Xia's pale face as she leaned on Tang Caixi's shoulder, genuinely concerned. "Actually, there's nothing to worry about. Once you're in the operating room and under anesthesia, you won't know anything. You'll wake up, and the illness will be gone."



    



    Aunt Liu likes Sheng Xia.



    



    At first, she just thought this girl looked fair and gentle, with a good upbringing, making people want to get closer to her. After spending time with her, she found that even when chatting and joking with friends, this girl maintained a straight posture. Despite being on a semi-liquid diet and feeling hungry at night, she never thought about sneaking food. Although she had already been admitted to graduate school, she still diligently studied and memorized vocabulary and watched videos every day. She was disciplined and orderly.



    



    Aunt Liu felt that a child like Sheng Xia would have a bright future.



    



    But such a promising child who also had a good heart.



    



    After Sheng Xia came back from talking to Dr. Cheng last night, the first thing she did was run up to her and excitedly tell her, with bright eyes, that she could find a trusted person to be her trustee before the surgery.



    



    "It’s okay if it’s not a family member," Sheng Xia received Cheng Liang's affirmative answer and was finally able to voice the thoughts she was harboring in her heart. "As long as it's someone you trust."



    



    Aunt Liu was in such a complicated mood at the time that she could only hold Sheng Xia's hand for a long time without being able to speak. She envied this child's parents so much.



    



    All she could do was hold Sheng Xia's hand tightly and nod incessantly.



    



    As soon as you wake up, and your illness will be gone.



    



    She gave Sheng Xia her best wishes, watching as Sheng Xia was pushed into the elevator by the nurse, her good friend following nervously behind. Then the nurse stopped her at the elevator door: "Family members will have to go to the surgery waiting area on the fourth floor."



    



    Tang Caixi, who was stopped, had red eyes. She shouted towards the elevator, "Come out quickly! I'm scared!"



    



    That was too absurd a thing to say. Sheng Xia laughed, and so did the nurse.



    



    It's so nice, Aunt Liu thought, looking at the bustling corridor.



    



    Good people will surely be rewarded.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Lying flat and being pushed around was a very novel experience for Sheng Xia. She finally understood why people who went to the hospital in movies and TV shows always had ceiling shots—because when you’re lying down, all you can see is the ceiling.



    



    The white incandescent lights on the hospital ceiling receded one by one, the automatic doors opened and closed one by one, the sound of the bed wheels squeaking on the floor, and the temperature was getting colder and colder.



    



    Sheng Xia swallowed, the palpable feelings of nervousness and fear began to become impossible to ignore.



    



    "This is also an experience," she told herself.



    



    "This is also a kind of training." She cheered herself up, her hands clenched into fists under the blanket.



    



    Then the nurse pushed her into a large room, where four or five other patients wrapped were lying side by side, also wrapped in quilts.



    



    "...Are we there?" Sheng Xia was confused and propped up her head.



    



    This operating room was not what she had imagined. It was like a big dormitory?



    



    "Just wait here for now. Someone will push you in when it's your turn," the nurse smiled. "This is the waiting room."



    



    Sheng Xia blushed and lay back down.



    



    This feeling was too strange. She could see the stranger lying next to her when she turned her head. The middle-aged man was also wrapped up tightly in a blanket just like her. When he saw her turned her head, he smiled at her and said, "You're so young. What kind of surgery are you having?"



    



    "......" It was difficult for Sheng Xia to chat in such an environment, but she forced a smile , "Gallstones."



    



    "I'm having my stomach opened. Intestines." The middle-aged man was bold.



    



    "... " Sheng Xia looked at the room full of patients wrapped up like cocoons, all wearing their patient gowns inside out, with a nervous expression on her face. After some thought, she spoke up, "You can do it [1]."



    



    [1] Jai you – it’s like fighting in Korean. It can be translated as come on, do your best, good luck, etc. In this case, I opted for ‘you can do it’ ‘cause it sounds more natural??



    



    Let's cheer each other on.



    



    For a moment, everyone in the waiting room fell silent, and then someone chuckled.



    



    Even the nurse who was waiting for the call and push the person in also smiled, and took a few more glances at Sheng Xia. When she pushed Sheng Xia into the operating room, she took the time to say a few more words, "The operating room is separate. After you go in, climb onto the operating table and wait. A nurse will come over."



    



    "It will be a little cold inside." The unfamiliar nurse smiled kindly. "You can do it."



    



    Indeed, the operating room was very cold, just like what Sheng Xia had seen in movies and TV shows. Not long after Sheng Xia lay on the cold and hard operating table, several nurses and a doctor wearing a mask entered from the automatic door.



    



    "Are you Sheng Xia?" the nurse confirmed Sheng Xia's name, and after receiving an affirmative answer, she started hanging the bottles of medicine from the cart onto the IV pole one by one.



    



    At this moment, in order to resist her nerves, Sheng Xia's mind was full of words, including both English and Lucheng dialect.



    



    "Do you drink?" the doctor sitting next to the instrument suddenly asked.



    



    "Huh?" Sheng Xia's brain short-circuited again. "You want me to drink? Now?"



    



    There was a snicker, which came from Cheng Liang who had just entered from outside the door.



    



    The anesthesiologist couldn’t help but laugh, "I meant, do you usually drink alcohol? How well can you handle alcohol?"



    



    "......" Sheng Xia blushed. "I've never had alcohol."



    



    "Don't be nervous." The anesthesiologist didn't seem surprised. He turned to look at Cheng Liang and said, "Why did you come in so early today?"



    



    "The other room went smoothly," Cheng Liang stood by and watched Sheng Xia.



    



    Because of the small episode just now, she embarrassedly kept her eyes on the surgical lamp on the operating table, pursing her lips.



    



    Cheng Liang chuckled. He thought this girl who was showing off wouldn't be nervous, but now her fists were clenched.



    



    She looked like a small and cautious creature, which was quite interesting.



    



    Yesterday, she had said in the office that she was going to work hard for him today, and she meant it.



    



    He watched as Sheng Xia gradually lost consciousness due to the anesthesia and stepped forward to take the scalpel.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    It really felt just like sleeping.



    



    The time between waking up and being fully awake was quite long. She felt like she was being woken up by someone, felt like she was being sent back to the ward and lifted onto the bed, and then all she could hear was Tang Caixi's endless sniffles.



    



    "... What are you crying for?" Sheng Xia, who still wanted to sleep, was so bothered by the sniffling sound, which made her head hurt. She hoarsely asked.



    



    "I'm not crying," Tang Caixi looked at Sheng Xia’s eyes finally opened. "The nurse said you can't sleep for the next few hours. I cried too much outside the operating room door just now and my throat hurts, so I can't talk. I can use my runny nose to annoy you."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She was indeed a qualified best friend.



    



    "The surgery went well." The qualified best friend told the most important thing first. "The doctor just told me a bunch of technical terms, but it seems your gallbladder adhesions are not serious, and your bile duct is not short. Anyway, they cut it off beautifully."



    



    Sheng Xia breathed a sigh of relief and made a ‘yay’ gesture towards the ceiling as a celebration.



    



    The big thing she had been agonizing over for more than a year was finally over.



    



    "Let me tell you..." Tang Caixi, who had complained about her sore throat, seemed to have regained her voice and was now excited. "I did some research, and I feel like I should have my appendix removed or something, and then it will be your turn to wait outside the operating room. Oh my god, it scared the hell out of me! I really should let you experience it too!"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Can you speak normally?"



    



    "Does it hurt?" Tang Caixi spoke normally.



    



    "I don’t feel anything right now," Sheng Xia's throat was still hoarse, her body still numb, and she watched like in a dream the nurses bustling around her.



    



    What was strange was that the busy nurses seemed to be suppressing laughter.



    



    Especially that little nurse, Xiao Liu. Because of her lack of experience, she usually like to keep a serious face, but now her face was red from suppressing laughter.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Tang Caixi in confusion.



    



    With the unspoken understanding of many years of sisterhood, Tang Caixi understood in an instant. She held the chair with both hands and moved it closer to the bed, saying mysteriously. "You did something big during the surgery."



    



    Sheng Xia: "?"



    



    Tang Caixi continued mysteriously, "I heard from the nurse outside when I was waiting outside the operating room that when you were waking up from the anesthesia, you grabbed Dr. Cheng's clothes and asked for his WeChat ID. It seemed like you almost ripped Dr. Cheng's surgical gown."



    



    Sheng Xia: "???"



    



    "Your grip was so strong, and you insisted that Dr. Cheng give you his WeChat ID. You also said that you were very awake and that you would definitely remember it," Tang Caixi squinted at Sheng Xia. "Did you remember it, Dr. Cheng's WeChat ID?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......He gave it to me?"



    



    This was even more shocking.



    



    "How could he not give it?" Xiao Liu beside them couldn't help but interject. "You wouldn't let go even if you die, and the collar of Dr. Cheng's surgical gown was almost pulled down to his navel by you. "



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Why did I do that?"



    



    Although she was the one who did it, she couldn't think of a motive for doing so......



    



    Xiao Liu's eyes narrowed into slits: "You asked Dr. Cheng to cheer up [2]."



    



    [2] another meaning for jia you.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "You said that after you add him on WeChat, you can continue cheering him on after you are discharged," Xiao Liu finished setting up the vital signs monitor attached to Sheng Xia and added, "You were especially persistent."



    



    Sheng Xia felt like her face was about to burn.



    



    "I can still understand if you asked for Dr. Cheng's WeChat because he's good-looking," Tang Caixi added another kick, "Are you a gas station [3]? You're still cheering him on even when you're under anesthesia. Does the doctor really need your encouragement?"



    



    [3] the literal translation for jia you is ‘to add oil/gas’.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "It's a pity you don't remember anything," Xiao Liu continued to smile. "It seems This seems to be the first time Dr. Cheng has given his WeChat to a patient."



    



    But Dr. Cheng probably only did it because he knew Sheng Xia wouldn't remember anything after waking up from the anesthesia.



    



    Sheng Xia laughed awkwardly as she was teased.



    



    Does Cheng Liang really need cheering up?



    



    She wondered.



    



    For her to be so persistent, he must have looked quite pitiful...



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Thursday was the surgery day for the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department. Cheng Liang had three surgeries scheduled for today, and the rest were major surgeries where he would assist Director Lin.



    



    As usual, he was exhausted. After stepping down from the operating table, he took a shower in the locker room.



    



    Then, he thought of Sheng Xia.



    



    The feeling of patients waking up from general anesthesia was similar to being drunk, and there were many who lost control: some spoke English, some poured out their hearts, and some said strange things.



    



    There were also those who asked for his contact information, and there were even those who flirted with him because they found him handsome, and he had encountered them from both men and women.



    



    Most of it was just a passing incident. The patients were not in their right mind, and he was busy finishing up the surgery at the end, then they each went their separate ways.



    



    But Sheng Xia was different.



    



    Her clear, black and white eyes, without a trace of shadow, stared at him and said, "Dr. Cheng, you have to cheer up."



    



    At that time, everyone around was laughing, but only his face, hidden behind the mask, was wooded.



    



    "The world is not beautiful," Sheng Xia started to talk nonsense. "But everyone will always want to live, no matter how difficult or ugly life is, people want to live."



    



    "So, you have to to cheer up." She reached out her hand sincerely, trying to give Cheng Lian a high-five.



    



    The anesthesiologist next to her was almost dying of laughter: "This is the first time I've seen such a positive patient. What did you do to make her so worried?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He just didn't suppress his irritation in front of her.



    



    So when she asked for his WeChat ID, he instinctively gave it to her, even though he knew she wouldn't remember it when she regained consciousness.



    



    He just gave it out.



    



    Even if Sheng Xia was sober at the time, he would still give it to her.



    



    ~~~



    



    tl: this is one of the things I appreciate about this novel. The author took time to give details about FL and ML falling in love with each other. And not only about falling in love, but also for other things like their own growth, and even their growth as a couple.

  
    Chapter 12



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    The night after the surgery, Sheng Xia had been half-asleep and half-awake.



    



    At first, the nurse instructed her not to fall asleep, not to drink water, and should try to move around on the bed as much as possible to help her pass gas.



    



    Sheng Xia was someone who followed instructions seriously, so even without Tang Caixi nagging by her side all the time, she could force herself to stay awake and move her butt every few minutes.



    



    Furthermore, Tang Caixi, who claimed to have a sore throat, was still hyped up due to the stimulation from waiting outside the operating room. She started by teasing Sheng Xia for her persistence in asking the doctor “cheer up”, then went on to criticize her obsessive-compulsive disorder with planning, and finally described how terrifying the surgery waiting room was. When the nurse called her name, Tang Caixi felt like an old father waiting for his wife to give birth.



    



    "Where's Aunt Liu?" Sheng Xia asked Tang Caixi.



    



    After entering the ward, Sheng Xia hadn't seen Aunt Liu again. Initially, she thought that Aunt Liu had gone to discuss the surgical plan with Director Lin. However, several hours had passed, and the bed next to hers was still empty.



    



    "Oh, I forgot to tell you," Tang Caixi slapped her forehead. "There were too many things this afternoon, I almost forgot."



    



    "Aunt Liu took a leave." Tang Caixi said. "She left when the nurse asked me to come down and clean up the things on the bedside table during your surgery."



    



    Sheng Xia frowned.



    



    "She said she was going out to sell her house to raise money for the surgery," Tang Caixi said. "She also asked me to bid you farewell. She said she would be out for three or four days this time, and by then, you should be discharged from the hospital."



    



    The last words left by Aunt Liu was: "Let’s not say goodbye."



    



    Auntie Liu was superstitious. She believed that you shouldn't bring many things or say goodbye in a place like a hospital. She waited until Sheng Xia entered the operating room before leaving. When she left, she took away the disposable toiletries that Sheng Xia had given her.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Aunt Liu’s empty and murmured, "I wonder if she has chosen her trustee."



    



    She didn’t know if Aunt Liu had found someone she could trust, if her surgery would be successful, if she would be able to see the finale of that drama series.



    



    "She will," Tang Caixi smiled, imitating Aunt Liu's tone. "After the surgery, you'll wake up and your illness will be gone."



    



    They didn't say goodbye, so she would definitely get better.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The day after the surgery, the nurse helped Sheng Xia remove the ECG and blood pressure monitoring cables attached to her body, removed the urinary catheter, and took off all the external devices on her body except for the indwelling needle for IV drip. Sheng Xia felt much lighter, and she finally began to regain some clarity.



    



    She still had a low-grade fever, but the nurse said it was a normal reaction after surgery, and it would be fine as long as it didn't exceed 38.5 degrees.



    



    Now, it was the long recovery period.



    



    The nurse instructed Sheng Xia to get out of bed and move around more. So, Sheng Xia gritted her teeth and got out of bed four or five times a day. Each time, she would walk around the long corridors in circles with Tang Caixi's support.



    



    Sometimes, she would encounter Cheng Liang.



    



    He basically stayed in the operating room or the outpatient clinic during the day, only appearing in the corridors in the late afternoon or evening. At that time, he usually had droopy eyelids and exuded the "withered" aura described by Tang Caixi.



    



    But Sheng Xia felt that the atmosphere between him and her was a little strange.



    



    She felt embarrassed because of the commotion she caused after the anesthesia wore off. She didn't know why Cheng Liang was like this, and she even felt that Cheng Liang was avoiding her.



    



    Perhaps he was afraid that she would remember his WeChat ID, Sheng Xia thought. After all, it was really a big trouble for doctors to let a patient know their personal WeChat ID.



    



    "Dr. Cheng, I don't remember." So, on the third day after the surgery, when the upright Sheng Xia encountered Cheng Liang alone while walking, she stopped him, "I don't remember the WeChat ID I asked you for after the anesthesia."



    



    Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow, and the teardrop mole under his eye moved: "What?"



    



    "So, I won't contact you after I'm discharged from the hospital," Sheng Xia said, very apologetically.



    



    She would definitely not touch a drop of alcohol in the future, because this anesthesia incident taught her that she probably had a poor alcohol tolerance.



    



    Cheng Liang stood still, and after a moment, he opened his mouth and reported a string of numbers.



    



    Sheng Xia: "?"



    



    "My WeChat ID," Cheng Liang said. "Didn't you say you didn’t remember?"



    



    Sheng Xia’s eyes widened.



    



    "In your current condition, you must have someone with you when you go out." Cheng Liang instantly switched back to his doctor state in a second.



    



    "Xixi went to get food......" Sheng Xia answered subconsciously, the numbers still lingering in her mind.



    



    Cheng Liang raised the corners of his mouth slightly, nodded at Sheng Xia, and walked away with his hands in his pockets. The moment they passed by each other, Sheng Xia smelled the smell of disinfectant on him.



    



    Why did he give her his WeChat ID?



    



    The key point was, she actually remembered it this time.



    



    Should I add him...



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Why did he give her his WeChat ID again?



    



    Cheng Liang thought, it was probably because Sheng Xia said she didn't remember it.



    



    And the way this serious and straightforward girl widened her eyes was quite amusing, making him feel that it was worth giving her his WeChat ID.



    



    "I heard everything." In the corner of the corridor, Xiao Zhou pushed his glasses up and walked out of the shadows.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Damn. That scared him to death.



    



    "You're still laughing." Xiao Zhou stated the facts mercilessly and calmly.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "This is the first time you've given a patient your personal WeChat ID." Xiao Zhou wouldn't let it go.



    



    Cheng Liang surrendered: "...What do you want?"



    



    "The air conditioner in the apartment you rented to me is broken." Xiao Zhou looked at Cheng Liang, emphasizing, "Summer is coming soon, but the air conditioner is broken."



    



    "...Call the agency to fix it," Cheng Liang waved his hand.



    



    "The agent said that the air conditioners on our floor are all broken and need major repairs since there’s a problem with the wiring," Xiao Zhou replied.



    



    Cheng Liang was taken aback: "Why didn't the agent tell me?"



    



    "The agent said your phone has been out of service for a long time, probably about half a year," Xiao Zhou looked at Cheng Liang's phone. "I think you changed your number and forgot to give it to the agency."



    



    ......



    



    Cheng Liang coughed lightly in guilt: "Then I'll find time to check it out..."



    



    He forgot that the phone number he gave to the agent, explaining that he was tired of dealing with trouble, was the one that came with his broadband subscription. He probably never turned on that number......



    



    "You won't have time for that," Xiao Zhou was cold-blooded. "The expert invited by Director Lin is coming to Lucheng next week, and your project will start evaluation soon."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "Give me a 10% discount on the rent from the beginning of summer to the beginning of autumn, and I'll find workers to fix it myself." After a series of blows, Xiao Zhou finally gave a solution.



    



    "Okay, okay, okay, okay, okay." Cheng Liang waved his hand as if shooing away a fly, trying to get rid of Xiao Zhou.



    



    Xiao Zhou's family background was not bad, and the things he used in his daily life were even more expensive than Cheng Liang's, but he was stingy and petty. Even when splitting the bill for lunch, he insisted on exact calculations to the cent, not allowing Cheng Liang to round up or down.



    



    "Why did you give the patient in bed 16 your WeChat ID?" Xiao Zhou didn't leave. He circled back to the topic. "Even the number you gave to the agent is out of service."



    



    "She said she forgot." Cheng Liang replied. "So I gave it to her again."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    "You gave it to her twice." Xiao Zhou reminded Cheng Liang, "If she doesn't add you, won't you lose face?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Damn it, he didn't think that far.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Xiao Zhou's words came true.



    



    Sheng Xia didn't add Cheng Liang’s WeChat until she was discharged. The day of her discharge was a surgery day for the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department. The discharge process was handled by the resident doctor, and Cheng Liang just signed a document. In the evening, after the last surgery was done, he made his usual rounds in the ward area, and bed 16 was already vacant.



    



    Just like other patients, doctors didn't want patients to be readmitted after being discharged from the hospital. Except for follow-up visits, they basically wouldn't meet again.



    



    The difference was that he had given his WeChat ID to this patient twice.



    



    Apart from that, there was nothing else.



    



    The conclusion for all doctors and patients was the same.



    



    Cheng Liang walked past the empty bed 16, took a pen from the nurse's station. and leisurely walked back to the doctor’s office.



    



    There was no one in the office at this hour. When Cheng Liang passed by the water dispenser, he saw the oranges placed on it, and when he passed by the balcony, he saw the gray-blue haze floating outside.



    



    It was still a little different. Cheng Liang peeled the last orange and stuffed it into his mouth, then opened a drawer and took out the lollipop Sheng Xia had given him.



    



    This patient ate his orange and still didn't add him on WeChat.



    



    Casually stabbing him several times without conscience.



    



    "Why are you still here?" Director Lin's loud voice interrupted Cheng Liang's moment of leisure. "Where's your phone? I called, but no one answered."



    



    "In the locker room." Cheng Liang stood up, stuffing the remaining half of the orange into his mouth. "I didn't bring it with me because I was in surgery all day."



    



    Director Lin, who also wanted to eat oranges, watched Cheng Liang chew and swallow the last orange. He could only pour himself a glass of water, took a big gulp, and looked at Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang looked back at him innocently, his face blank.



    



    "The expert won't be able to come next week." Director Lin felt that beating around the bush with Cheng Liang was a waste of time, so he got straight to the point. "Our project might be in trouble."



    



    Cheng Liang was stunned.



    



    "The second department beat us to it," Director Lin smiled.



    



    This wasn't the first time such a thing had happened, but this time, Director Lin felt a bit tired.



    



    "All the clinical data we collected in the early stages was published in a paper by the people from the second department. The direction of their research highly overlaps with ours. The leader's stance is that it's a waste of time to fight for this kind of thing. Since we no longer have new clinical data to support our project, they've decided to allocate the project funds to the second department first. We have another big project in the second half of the year, so let's focus that first."



    



    In other words, it was business as usual, watering down the situation.



    



    "The clinical data was leaked by Xiao Sun?" Although phrased as a question, Cheng Liang knew the answer was most likely yes.



    



    He had prepared the clinical data with Xiao Sun during the early stages. Besides him, Xiao Sun was the one who knew the most about those things.



    



    Xiao Sun was now being ostracized in the first department and seemed to have shifted his focus elsewhere. Cheng Liang hadn't seen much of him lately.



    



    Director Lin rubbed his temples wearily. "That's not the point."



    



    The point was that the guy from the second department actually took the data given by a resident doctor and had the audacity to publish it in a paper.



    



    The director of the second department wasn’t like this before.



    



    Over the years, there had been heated arguments and disagreements, even to the point where they were so angry that they wanted to rip each other's hair and make them bald, but most of it was for the sake of treatment plans and research directions.



    



    This level of underhandedness had never happened before.



    



    But in the past two years...



    



    Director Lin sighed again.



    



    People change. And the hospital's funding had been tight in the past two years, and the competition had become increasingly fierce, and the number of people he could trust and confide in had dwindled.



    



    "Cheng Liang," Director Lin patted Cheng Liang on the shoulder. "Sometimes I think, it’s not bad for you to say like this."



    



    He had spent the whole day running around outside for the project, while Cheng Liang had spent the whole day in the operating room. At the end of the day, Cheng Liang hid alone in the office, legs crossed, eating oranges.



    



    When he told him that the project might be in trouble, Cheng Liang just froze for a moment and didn’t even get angry.



    



    This was also quite good.



    



    "Do you have anything to eat?" Director Lin stopped dwelling on the issue and stared at the unopened lollipop in Cheng Liang's hand.



    



    "No more." Cheng Liang replied respectfully, tearing open the lollipop wrapper and putting it in his mouth.



    



    Director Lin: "......"

  
    Chapter 13



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang wasn't a superstitious person, but since their department's project went south, he found that he became so unlucky that even drinking cold water gave him a toothache [1]. New socks had holes as soon as he opened them, the washing machine leaked when he did laundry, he cut his face while shaving, and the meat buns he bought at the cafeteria were just skins without filling...



    



    As for work, it was even more unlucky that he didn't even want to mention it.



    



    Director Lin and his project went down the drain, while the project next door was in full swing. They didn't feel that their previous means of grabbing resources were too ugly, and they openly asked for people, resources, and data from their department, saying that were all from the same department, so there was no need to differentiate between the first department and the second department.



    



    So, as the representative of their department, Deputy Director Li took several doctors to join the project of the second department. The ripple effect was that Xiao Sun, the student whom Cheng Liang had previously thrown to Deputy Director Li, had come back to Cheng Liang after a full circle. Cheng Liang had finally managed to get rid of this guy who loved to play petty tricks out of his surgical team, and he had only been happy for less than a month, but this guy came back again.



    



    But this was not the worst of it.



    



    What was even worse was that the teaching plan of Lucheng Medical University had been changed, and the original six-month rotation frequency had been extended to eight months. In other words, Xiao Sun, who was supposed to leave after two months, would now have to stay for another four months, still under Cheng Liang's supervision.



    



    Whether it was Cheng Liang or Xiao Sun, both saw their future four months as bleak.



    



    "You can continue with the things you were doing before." At this point, Cheng Liang had no kind words left for Xiao Sun. "If you can transfer to the second department within four months, it'll be good for both of us."



    



    Xiao Sun's face was ashen, and he remained silent.



    



    He originally thought that by giving the data to the second department, they would definitely take him over this time when they were asking people.



    



    But...



    



    After Cheng Liang said this, he really didn’t care about him anymore. They weren't on the same path, and there was no such thing as turning over a new leaf. Xiao Sun certainly didn't think he was evil, he would only feel that life was difficult.



    



    But Xiao Sun wasn't the only source of his bad luck.



    



    When he wanted to write something, he couldn't find a pen, the cholecystectomy surgery patient had a short bile duct, every emergency surgery, he was sprayed with blood, the anesthesiologist he collaborated with started his wedding leave, and the current one was mainly focused on another surgical team. Several times, Cheng Liang had already entered the operating room, but the anesthesiologist hadn't arrived yet.



    



    His life was a mess from inside and out.



    



    At night, he wanted to watch a live broadcast to relax, but he found that the playlists of the streamers had recently seemed to be possessed by ghosts. Despite being in a study room, the music they played was either hip-hop or death metal, and he almost went deaf wearing headphones.



    



    Moreover, his favorite streamer, Sheng Xia, had just been discharged from the hospital and was still recuperating, so her live broadcast room was empty.



    



    He switched from the live broadcast section to the documentary section but found that the few documentaries he had saved before had been removed from the shelves, and the newly uploaded documentaries were also noisy as hell.



    



    So, the whole Hepatobiliary Surgery Department knew that Doctor Cheng Liang had been depressed lately. He didn't steal pens or eat candy, nor did he joke around. He had a dark face all day long and a mop of messy hair. When he saw the head nurse who believed in Buddhism, he would ask her in a melancholy tone, whether the nearby shabby temple was any good and if he should pay a visit and pray.



    



    Then, in the midst of this gloom, Cheng Liang met Sheng Xia again.



    



    Sheng Xia came to have her stitches removed a week after her discharge. When Cheng Liang saw her, she had already had her stitches removed by the resident doctor and was ready to leave, with a backpack on her back.



    



    From afar, Cheng Liang stopped in his tracks and subconsciously wanted to tidy his hair, but he put his hand back awkwardly halfway through.



    



    So face that was already dark became even darker, and he stood there motionless, watching Sheng Xia.



    



    Sheng Xia was dressed up in her usual style, wearing a well-fitted T-shirt and jeans, and carrying a simple canvas bag. When she saw Cheng Liang, she smiled and greeted him, "Doctor Cheng."



    



    Her face was fair and her complexion was rosy. Just looking at her, one could tell that this girl definitely ate regular meals, slept well, and probably exercised regularly.



    



    "Don't eat anything too greasy this month, and come back to the outpatient clinic for a follow-up visit in a month. If your wound oozes or hurts, you should also seek medical attention immediately." Cheng Liang paused for half a minute before speaking.



    



    He knew that Sheng Xia would definitely follow his instructions.



    



    After being a doctor for so many years, he rarely encountered patients who followed doctor’s instructions as diligently and had such high self-discipline. When he encountered such patients, the doctor usually didn't mind saying a few more words.



    



    "Eat on time and don't stay up late," he reminded her. "I usually sit for a consultation on Wednesdays. If you want to come for a follow-up visit, just make an appointment on the WeChat official account a week in advance."



    



    "Okay, Doctor Cheng." Sheng Xia had her hair tied up in a ponytail, looking fresh and bright, and her smile radiant.



    



    Cheng Liang felt inexplicably irritable again. He scratched his head, nodded at Sheng Xia, and put his hands in his pockets, intending to pass by her.



    



    "Doctor Cheng," Sheng Xia called out to him.



    



    Cheng Liang halted, standing directly in front of Sheng Xia.



    



    There was a significant height difference between them, and Sheng Xia had to tilt her head to look up at him. Even so, she maintained a serious and earnest demeanor.



    



    "Has Aunt Liu's surgery fee been raised?" She probably felt that she might be overstepping by asking, so she added, "When Aunt Liu took leave to raise money, I was in surgery and didn't get a chance to get her contact information."



    



    She didn’t properly bid farewell either.



    



    She had been thinking about this for the past few days. When she came to have her stitches removed, she deliberately took a detour to the ward area to check on Aunt Liu, but she wasn't there.



    



    Cheng Liang stared at her for a while.



    



    She was lamenting the fact that she didn’t exchange contact information with her fellow patient, while he, who had given her his WeChat twice, had not heard a peep from her yet.



    



    "The money has been raised, and the surgery is scheduled for next month." Cheng Liang was still the professional doctor who answered all questions, but inside, he was itching to grab her ponytail and demand why she had taken his WeChat but hadn't added him. Was she crazy?



    



    Sheng Xia breathed a sigh of relief, her eyes sparkling brighter.



    



    "Thank you, Doctor Cheng." She actually wanted to ask if Aunt Liu had chosen a trustee, but this question was not appropriate. It would be a violation of patient privacy, and Cheng Liang would be put in a difficult position.



    



    He was a good doctor, and she didn't want to put him in a tough spot.



    



    Cheng Liang nodded.



    



    A few days after Aunt Liu returned to the hospital, she suffered from a shock and had internal bleeding, and she was still in the ICU. She had really listened to Sheng Xia and found someone no one expected to act as her trustee.



    



    It was indeed unexpected.



    



    Aunt Liu actually asked her daughter-in-law, who had barely appeared at the hospital a few times, to be her trustee.



    



    What was even more surprising was that this daughter-in-law, after Aunt Liu was admitted to the hospital again, really acted like a real daughter, signing medication forms without blinking an eye and tirelessly taking care of her.



    



    But there was no need to tell Sheng Xia about this. She was just a fellow patient, and Sheng Xia had already done everything she could to help.



    



    "Then..." Sheng Xia adjusted the straps of her eco-bag and gestured toward the direction of the elevator. "I'll go ahead."



    



    She felt that something was off with Doctor Cheng today. He seemed to be in a very bad mood.



    



    In the past, after greeting her, he would saunter away leisurely, but today, even after their conversation ended, he remained rooted in place, motionless.



    



    It seemed...



    



    Like he was harboring some resentment.



    



    "I... I’ll go first," Sheng Xia said again.



    



    "Take care." Cheng Liang finally spoke, stepping aside to make way. "Pay attention to rest."



    



    He watched as Sheng Xia walked away, waving at him with a smile on her face, her ponytail swinging freely and effortlessly.



    



    He stood there in the corridor for a while.



    



    The irritability in his heart wasn't because he had given Sheng Xia his WeChat and she hadn't added him. His irritability was because of Sheng Xia's enviable vitality and positivity.



    



    She was like her name, disciplined, full of positive energy, and intelligent, like a lush green tree in the summer.



    



    And he had none of these qualities.



    



    Not only did he lack them, but he also envied a patient, and was so angry that he almost grabbed her ponytail.



    



    "Doctor Cheng?" He had been standing for too long, and the nurse who had made a round in the ward to change the patients' IV fluids came back and couldn't help but call out to him.



    



    "Huh?" Cheng Liang, who was stupefied by the knife, was lost in thought.



    



    The nurse pushed the cart against the wall, trying to slip past Cheng Liang cautiously.



    



    "You say..." As she passed by, Cheng Liang murmured softly, "should I change careers?"



    



    "Huh??" The poor little nurse was startled and almost dropped the cart.



    



    "It's nothing." Cheng Liang finally came back to his senses. "I was just talking to myself."



    



    "Oh..." The nurse replied weakly, suppressing the turbulent waves in her heart.



    



    Doctor Cheng actually wants to change careers!



    



    I wonder if he'll be beaten to death by Director Lin before he changes careers!



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    There are no secrets in the hospital.



    



    Cheng Liang's idea of changing careers was quickly shut down by Director Lin. Thanks to the little nurse’s ability to spread gossip, the news that Cheng Liang had stood in the corridor of the inpatient department for more than ten minutes lost in thought, muttering to himself about changing careers, quickly spread throughout the entire hospital.



    



    When Director Lin heard the news, Cheng Liang was still tossing and turning on the small bed in the duty room, unable to sleep. Director Lin barged in like a bear, grabbed the blanket on the bed, and pulled it down, his eyes bloodshot and his breath heavy, glaring at Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang was almost scared out of his wits: "What's wrong?"



    



    His first reaction was that something had happened in the ward.



    



    "What do you want to do?" Director Lin countered.



    



    "......Sleep?" Cheng Liang answered cautiously, glancing at Deputy Director Li, who was frantically saying something with his eyes behind Director Lin.



    



    "...I'm on night duty today, and I want to sleep until eight before going back to the ward." He couldn't understand Deputy Director Li's meaning, so he could only pitifully tell the truth.



    



    Director Lin exhaled, inhaled, exhaled, and then inhaled again. Finally, he slapped the bed heavily: "Fine! It's just a project. If it’s been robbed, so what? I'll show my old face and make trouble with the hospital. The data originally belonged to our department. I'll go and demand justice for you!"



    



    "......Huh?" Cheng Liang was confused, and could only tightly hold onto Director Lin, who was really about to leave after finishing speaking. He looked for his shoes while sweating profusely, and looked at Deputy Director Li.



    



    This guy, can he say something instead of just giving him looks?!



    



    He wasn't his wife! How could there be a tacit understanding!



    



    "Don't stop me!" Director Lin's face was red, and his neck thickened. "I really didn't know this would have such a big impact on you. If I had known, I wouldn't have agreed to give up the project so easily."



    



    "Director!" Director Lin was serious, and Cheng Liang had to hold on tightly to prevent him from leaving. He was confused and had just woken up. He could only call out repeatedly, "Director, Director, Director, calm down, calm down, what's going on exactly?"



    



    "Isn’t it because you said you wanted to change careers!" Deputy Director Li finally spoke this time.



    



    "Ah??" Cheng Liang was dumbfounded, and his hands loosened.



    



    Director Lin gasped heavily, broke free from Cheng Liang, and headed straight out of the door.



    



    Cheng Liang was shocked and wanted to rush out to stop him, but because he hadn't put on his shoes properly, his feet slipped and he fell backward.



    



    The old inpatient building was already very old, and the duty room was even more dilapidated. The bunk beds had been slept on by several young and strong male doctors for many years, and it was already on the verge of collapse.



    



    In the instant Cheng Liang fell backward, he reflexively grabbed the ladder of the bunk bed, and then, there was a loud bang.



    



    Boom!



    



    The bed collapsed.



    



    The upper bunk of the metal frame bed hit Cheng Liang directly, and the lower bunk fell apart. Cheng Liang was crushed between the upper and lower bunks, feeling like he had turned into a pancake.



    



    Director Lin, who was like a bull, heard Deputy Director Li's voice was off and rushed back. Seeing this scene, he was also dumbfounded.



    



    "Director." Cheng Liang, the calmest of the three, breathed in the cool air. "...my shoulder might be broken."



    



    ......



    



    So, the next day, there was a new story at the Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University.



    



    The director of the first department of Hepatobiliary Surgery Department beat the doctor who wanted to change careers and broke a bone......



    



    



    



    Footnote:



    



    [1] “so unlucky that even drinking cold water gave him a toothache” – an expression used to describe extreme misfortune.
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    Chapter 14



    



     



    



    Cheng Liang indeed broke a bone. At the moment he slipped backward, he instinctively used his shoulder to protect his hands, and as a result, he fractured his clavicle.



    



    The surgeon’s hidden instinct of protecting one's hand made Cheng Liang wish he could change careers immediately on the way to the emergency operating room, but he didn't dare. It was because following closely behind him was Director Lin, who was sweating profusely, full of guilt and his blood pressure was rising.



    



    "Don't worry!" Director Lin, who was full of worry, comforted Cheng Liang but lacked convincing power. "I dug up the director of the orthopedic department out of his house. It’ll be fine as long as we get the surgery done quickly and fix it!"



    



    "I know what you're thinking," Director Lin continued. "It's my fault for the project. I didn’t think it through. I'll go and demand justice for this. You just focus on recovering. Look, you still remember to protect your hands at a time like this. You’re a natural surgeon. I'll protect you all the way until you become a big tree!"



    



    Cheng Liang, who was lying on the bed and thinking about being a salted fish for the rest of his life, shivered.



    



    "I’ve also contacted your parents," Director Lin continued relentlessly. "Your mother said she's coming over right away. Don't worry, everything will be fine. I'll give you a long vacation this time!"



    



    Cheng Liang thought of his mother's poisonous and tireless mouth, and closed his eyes in despair, hiding the tears in the corners of his eyes.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Director Lin had always been partial to Cheng Liang. This time, he felt that Cheng Liang had been wronged because of the struggle between the two departments, and had ended up in the operating room because of his recklessness. So this partiality became even more earth-shattering—the old man almost turned the second department upside down, and even five or six people from the Medical Affairs Department couldn't stop him.



    



    In order to appease Old Lin, the hospital also showed great sincerity this time, promising to investigate the cause of the leak of clinical data from the first department within three months. If it was found that the second department was indeed involved, all the hospital funds that the second department had obtained would be withdrawn and the responsibility would fall to every individual. They would never tolerate such behavior.



    



    The doctors' duty room in the old inpatient building was renovated, and both upper and lower bunks were replaced with new ones. The instant coffee in the tea room was also replaced with a capsule machine. This time, Cheng Liang's fracture brought about a leap in the overall welfare of the inpatient department. Colleagues came to visit him in the ward one after another.



    



    Although most of them might have come to investigate whether Cheng Liang's fracture was caused by himself or was really beaten up by Director Lin had...



    



    But in any case, except for Cheng Liang, everyone was happy.



    



    This also included Cheng Liang's mother.



    



    "The little nurse who just came over is quite good-looking, and she is well-behaved. I really like her," Cheng’s mother smiled like the Maitreya Buddha, and the gold bracelet on her hand was even thicker than her little finger.



    



    Cheng Liang: "Oh."



    



    None of his business.



    



    "Or the male doctor who came yesterday to ask you if you were still in pain is also quite handsome, with clear eyebrows and a soft personality," Cheng's mother had a new target.



    



    This time, Cheng Liang paused for a second: "......So?"



    



    "Isn’t your second uncle’s daughter still single? I just want to help her ask." Cheng’s mother said happily.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "It’s really strange." Cheng’s mother was quite puzzled. "You say that our family members are not bad-looking, so why are you all single? Let alone getting married, you haven’t even fallen in love yet."



    



    "Why do you care about that?" Cheng Liang looked at the ceiling lazily.



    



    He had already forgotten what his second uncle’s daughter looked like.



    



    "Isn’t it because of you?!" Speaking of this, Cheng’s mother became angry. "If you could bring me living person back, would I be so bored that I would want to play matchmaker?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "There are so many beautiful female doctors and nurses in this hospital." Cheng’s mother was full of resentment and dissatisfaction. "Son, are you not able to do it?"



    



    "......" Cheng Liang wanted to answer yes just to be done with it, but he was afraid that he would not see the sun tomorrow if he did, so he could only choose to remain silent.



    



    "I remember when you were a child, you weren’t as monk-like as you are now. You used to grab my clothes and say ‘Mom, Mom’ whenever you see a pretty girl......" The more Cheng’s mother spoke, the more confused she became. "Could it be that studying medicine can make you lose all your luck in love?"



    



    If she had known this, she wouldn’t have let him study. After all, the family had enough money.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "Oh, right." Cheng’s mother was not a person with a good attention span. When she mentioned the hospital, she thought of something else. "When I went to the cafeteria this morning, I heard other doctors talking about you. They said that your fracture this time was a play you did with Director Lin just to fight for some project..."



    



    Cheng's mother frowned. "If you want to do a project and don’t have enough money, just tell us. Does your hospital accept investment? In the future, if you and Director Lin want to do a project, you can just ask us to invest."



    



    How much money could a research project done by a small department cost?



    



    Was it necessary to make such a big fuss?



    



    Cheng Liang: "...Mom."



    



    Cheng's mother responded: "Hmm?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "...Do you think I'm such an ambitious person?"



    



    Would he act in a play and end up with a broken bone for the sake of a project? Was he that kind of person?



    



    Cheng’s mother: "...So you were really accidentally injured by the bed frame."



    



    Cheng Liang: "...En."



    



    Mother Cheng: "Oh, that’s terrible!"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He needed to be hospitalized for four weeks, but it had only been four days, and he already felt like jumping off a building.



    



    Really, if he had known it would end up like this, he would have run away the moment he saw Sheng Xia that day, like a sprinter in a hundred-meter dash.



    



    "Alas, son." Cheng Liang's silence didn't affect Cheng's mother’s interest in talking. She washed an apple and bit into it with a crunch, then circled back to the topic. "Why don't you just find a girlfriend? That way, if you get hospitalized again in the future, I won't have to run up and down, it's so tiring and pointless."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Why would he need such a contingency?



    



    Why was his mother so childish?



    



    "It’s really quite boring." Cheng’s mother sighed. "You also know that I can't stand seeing you look so lifeless all the time. I always want to slap you."



    



    ......



    



    "Other people's children become doctors and brag about it, but my child becomes a doctor and gets himself hospitalized, and he was even smashed by a bed frame." Cheng’s mother lamented.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Really, he swore that from now on, no matter how far away he was, he would definitely quickly jump away whenever he saw Sheng Xia.



    



    He swore that he would never visit Sheng Xia's live broadcast room again!!



    



    No! He swore! He would never even spend the summer again!!



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Because Cheng Liang was injured by the bed frame in the duty room, which barely qualified as a work injury, the hospital was generous with granting leave. After being hospitalized for four weeks, there were no major issues in his basic life, so he was discharged, and Director Lin gave him over a month's leave.



    



    Cheng Liang took the leave slip and quickly left the hospital. He sent his parents home and returned to his own place. As soon as he opened the door, he lay down on the floor and let out a deep sigh.



    



    He thought that everything was over, and when he recovered and returned to the hospital, everything should go back to normal.



    



    At that time, he still didn’t know how drastic the chain reaction of this series of events would bring to his life, he just felt physically and mentally exhausted. He, who wanted to change careers at the drop of a hat, once again began to consider whether it would be easier to be happy by becoming a landlord, eating and drinking until he died.



    



    But he was, again, naive.



    



    It was June when he was discharged from the hospital and summer had arrived, and on the third floor, there was no air conditioning.



    



    "The electrician said it's going to be a big job." At two o'clock in the morning, Comrade Xiao Zhou knocked on Cheng Liang's door. "The entire third floor will have to be shut down, and they'll need to drill into the walls. It'll probably take a couple of days."



    



    Cheng Liang blocked the door and didn’t let Xiao Zhou enter the room. He nodded. "Okay, just let the agent know."



    



    Xiao Zhou pushed his glasses up, the bottom of his eyes was covered with dark circles as usual, and he looked calm as ever. "Your agent ran away."



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    "He said he couldn't reach you, so he sent a resignation message to your deactivated phone." Xiao Zhou stabbed him in the heart, "He ran away over a month ago."



    



    "Oh, by the way." Xiao Zhou took out his Alipay. "He returned the salary you gave him before he left, I’ll transfer it to you."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He felt like he could see the black aura of his bad luck coming towards him, bringing an even bigger whirlwind.



    



    "I've arranged to meet with the electrician the day after tomorrow at eight in the morning." Xiao Zhou yawned. "You can tell the person across from me. They might need to drill into their walls too."



    



    "Oh, there's one more thing." Xiao Zhou looked at Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang inexplicably felt a special desire to close the door, turn off his phone, and temporarily leave this world.



    



    "The matter of the second department's project has escalated." Xiao Zhou said, "Sun Lin was taken away by the police to assist in the investigation. The director said the police might look for you soon."



    



    "The director told you to just tell the truth." Xiao Zhou finished his last sentence, waved his hand, and prepared to go upstairs.



    



    "Where's the director?" Cheng Liang didn't let Xiao Zhou leave this time, stepping aside to let him into the room.



    



    Director Lin hadn't come to the ward to see him for the past week. He thought that it was just because he was busy with his daily work, but now that things had gotten so big, it shouldn’t be that simple.



    



    "He's been avoiding suspicion lately." Xiao Zhou didn't hide anything and said each word clearly. "The hospital received an anonymous report while investigating the second department’s project, saying that our director was taking kickbacks on drugs and overprescribing to patients."



    



    "I'm not sure exactly what the whistleblower reported, but shortly after this report, Director Lin stopped taking care of things." Xiao Zhou continued, "Deputy Director Li has been temporarily taking over Director Lin’s job recently and asked me not to tell you about this for the time being."



    



    Cheng Liang was silent for a long time.



    



    "I see." He said.



    



    Xiao Zhou didn't move.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't urge him either.



    



    "I thought..." Xiao Zhou paused, "you would continue asking."



    



    He still had a lot of gossip here, all of which he wasn't sure if he should or shouldn’t say.



    



    For example, that Cheng Liang had planned this with Director Lin to set up the second department, that the second department had quite a bit of evidence now, and this situation in the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department was likely going to cause a major earthquake. Also, that Cheng Liang had actually benefited from both sides, and the person who seemed to not care about anything was actually the most sinister behind the scenes.



    



    This farce, which had started out as a big play about Director Lin beating his apprentice until he broke his bone, had long since changed its flavor and had been dyed with all sorts of rumors, becoming murky and unclear.



    



    "What’s the point of asking?" Cheng Liang said. "The hospital will naturally investigate, and whether something was done or not, it'll all come to light."



    



    Or rather, everything will be explained in the end.



    



    He just accidentally triggered a landmine buried by the years of rivalry between the first and second departments.



    



    Xiao Zhou appeared to be contemplating something.



    



    Cheng Liang was so calm to the point of being indifferent, even though the eye of this storm was his mentor, Director Lin.



    



    But this kind of Cheng Liang was also within his expectations.



    



    He was always someone who didn't care about anything, which was why Director Lin would be so angry all the time.



    



    "Remember to notify the person across from me." Xiao Zhou threatened Cheng Liang before leaving. "If there's no air conditioning in the summer, I'll stay at your place every day."



    



    Only a studious tyrant like Xiao Zhou, who was completely devoted to learning, would dare to threaten his own superior like this. The key was that Cheng Liang didn't feel like he was being looked down upon. He just furrowed his brows and felt a chill in his heart when he heard the word “summer”.



    



    So the next day, as dusk fell, when Cheng Liang saw the lights on in 302, he went upstairs and knocked on the door.



    



    It was a girl who opened the door, and he felt that she was inexplicably familiar.



    



    "Hello," Cheng Liang said, "I'm the landlord of this building..."



    



    He planned to finish his sentence in one breath, so his speech was fast.



    



    But no matter how fast he spoke, it couldn't beat the girl’s scream: "Dr. Cheng?!"



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    "Dr. Cheng?" It wasn't a hallucination. It was another girl's equally surprised voice from inside the room.



    



    "You're the landlord here?" Sheng Xia poked her head out from the crack in the door, looking shocked.



    



    He was that invisible tycoon?!



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    This time he clearly saw it, the black streak of bad luck swirling with thunder and lightning, rushing towards him with a deafening roar.



    



    Damn...
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    Awkward.



    



    Or rather, it was only Cheng Liang who was feeling awkward. The two girls in the room were very warm and friendly, with smiles on their faces. When they heard that an electrician would come to fix the air conditioner tomorrow, they both expressed their warm welcome and said that they would definitely cooperate actively.



    



    Then he went downstairs, and because he was in a complicated mood. he took out the clothes that he had washed before and threw them into the washing machine to wash them again — the sound of the washing machine spinning would calm him down, and the scent of the laundry detergent when the freshly washed clothes were hung out to dry would also make him feel comfortable.



    



    That bright, upright, and generous girl lived upstairs from him, and the sounds of opening and closing doors, footsteps, and talking that he heard at home could all have come from Sheng Xia.



    



    Cheng Liang leaned against the doorframe, stared at the washing machine, and let out a laugh as he wiped his face.



    



    He didn't know why he was laughing, just as he didn't know why he felt so flustered when he saw Sheng Xia.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The girls held their breath until they saw Cheng Liang enter the elevator and the elevator moved before they breathed out.



    



    "Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn," Tang Caixi muttered under her breath.



    



    "Why doesn't he just cut his hair if it gets messy so easily?" Sheng Xia understood Tang Caixi's exclamation and brought up a new topic.



    



    Tang Caixi choked. "...Sister, how did you manage to focus on such a strange thing out of all the important things just now?"



    



    Doctor!



    



    Landlord!!



    



    Invisible tycoon!!!



    



    And the hanging bandage around his neck!!!



    



    Who would notice a strand of hair sticking up behind so many important points?!



    



    Sheng Xia closed the door and thoughtfully added another sentence: "Has he lost weight......"



    



    Tang Caixi was stunned for a moment and leaned forward.



    



    Sheng Xia was startled by Tang Caixi’s face suddenly moving forward and asked, "What are you doing?"



    



    "There’s something strange with you..." Tang Caixi squinted her eyes. "First, you asked him to cheer up when you were under anesthesia, and now you’re concerned about whether he’s lost weight."



    



    "I just think he’s acting weird." Sheng Xia pushed Tang Caixi’s face away, pinched it, and explained lightly in the midst of Tang Caixi’s protest and screaming.



    



    "Where is it weird?" Tang Caixi covered her face and angrily wanted to pinch Sheng Xia’s waist, but then she remembered that she had just a surgery a month ago and resentfully withdrew her hand.



    



    Sheng Xia sat back at the dining table and picked up her chopsticks and bowl, but she didn’t answer right away.



    



    She couldn't quite put her finger on what was odd, she just felt that Cheng Liang, this person, was...... very angry.



    



    "Maybe it's because of his face." Given that it was someone else's business, Sheng Xia hesitated for a few seconds before giving up, "I just feel like he's always so world-weary."



    



    Beneath his carefree and indifferent attitude was an anger he had nowhere to vent.



    



    Tang Caixi bit her chopsticks and stared at Sheng Xia for half a minute, but she didn’t see any other emotions on her face. She decided to drop this topic.



    



    That’s right, even the neutered stray cats downstairs were more hormonal than Sheng Xia.



    



    This child, although she was already twenty-two years old and had lived honestly for twenty-two years, the only time she had ever been attracted to the opposite sex was when she was ten years old and fell in love with Optimus Prime from Transformers......



    



    Emphasis: The animated version.



    



    And she had loved him ever since.



    



    "But living here makes it convenient for him to go to work at the hospital," Sheng Xia felt a little envious.



    



    The school she was admitted to was several subway stops away from here, and she had to transfer buses after getting off the subway.



    



    Tang Caixi was completely speechless, losing interest even in this topic that could have been very gossipy.



    



    "Yeah," she also followed suit and said enviously, "it's only a few minutes' walk away."



    



    "Damn capitalism," Sheng Xia murmured enviously, and the two of them never talked about their doctor landlord again.



    



    Even though their lives had intersected objectively, they were still strangers after all.



    



    They had many other things to talk about: Sheng Xia's studies, Tang Caixi's work, and the dishes they planned to make this week.



    



    There were even the neutered stray cats downstairs that had mysteriously attracted back many wild cats.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    At 7:30 the next morning, the very punctual Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi were already waiting at the door. When they saw a man leading a few people dressed as workers come out of the elevator, both parties were stunned.



    



    "Dr. Zhou?" Sheng Xia recognized the man.



    



    With his perennial glasses, wearing a white shirt even after taking off the white coat, and his scholarly demeanor, pushing his glasses up whenever he spoke seriously, he was too easy to recognize.



    



    Xiao Zhou was obviously much more surprised than Sheng Xia. He pushed his glasses several times before nodding at Sheng Xia. "Ah... hello."



    



    Sheng Xia noticed that Xiao Zhou glanced at Tang Caixi several times before greeting her, and Tang Caixi, who always rushed forward in everything, hid behind her the moment she saw Xiao Zhou appear.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Xiao Zhou with interest.



    



    Xiao Zhou looked away uncomfortably and rubbed his nose, intending to get straight to the point.



    



    He was really scared, almost thinking that the matter of him scaring the patient’s family outside the operating room had been exposed...



    



    "...That..." He spoke with some lack of confidence, "These guys will help us look at the circuits..."



    



    Really, one shouldn't do bad things.



    



    Xiao Zhou couldn't imagine that the patient’s family he had scared to tears outside the operating room and the patient themselves actually lived right across from him...



    



    "They might need to enter your place when checking..." he continued with a hardened scalp.



    



    At that moment, the elevator dinged again, and Cheng Liang walked out of it with several bags of food in his hands.



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    Didn't this person say that he didn't care about anything and that he would just leave it to him?



    



    "I brought breakfast," Cheng Liang, now a responsible landlord, said with an upright face, dragged half of his body that wouldn’t at will, and brought breakfast for ten people.



    



    "Didn’t you say you didn’t care?" Cheng Liang had bought sticky rice and soy milk. After taking a few bites, the workers began to take out their tools to start working. Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi led the workers into their room first. Xiao Zhou, eating his sticky rice, asked with a muffled voice.



    



    "Do you know that when I was in my first year of high school, I was addicted to games and my grades dropped to the bottom of the year," Cheng Liang sipped his soy milk and looked at Sheng Xia and the others.



    



    How could someone have such a straight back at all times? Her posture was too good. She must have had extreme self-discipline all the time.



    



    Xiao Zhou looked at Cheng Liang bewilderedly, not understanding why this topic was so long-winded.



    



    "Afterwards, my homeroom teacher changed my seat," Cheng Liang's eyes were filled with vicissitudes, "and my deskmate became the top student in the year."



    



    "That person studied every minute and every second of the day, whether it was in class, after class, meals, going to the toilet, or sleeping."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "............"



    



    "When I played games during breaks, he didn't say anything, he just asked me to lower my voice because he still had a few questions to do."



    



    "When I slept in class, he didn’t say anything, he would just tap and whisper to me that I was snoring, and he was afraid the teacher would hear it."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    He didn't understand why he was listening to this nearly thirty-year-old man's story so early in the morning. He had only asked him why he came over.



    



    "When the exam results came out, I failed the exam, and he listed out the knowledge points of the questions I got wrong one by one and put them on my seat without saying a word."



    



    Cheng Liang sighed quite sadly: "Later, I slowly stopped playing games, and my grades went up."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    Isn’t this an inspirational story? Why is the tone so miserable and unwilling?



    



    "Now, Sheng Xia..." Cheng Liang finally got to the point, "...is very similar to my deskmate back then."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......Ah?"



    



    Cheng Liang held the straw in his mouth and smirked, but he didn't bother to explain further.



    



    He woke up at six in the morning today, and Sheng Xia's model student’s face filled his mind, then he couldn't fall asleep anymore.



    



    He began to morally criticize himself.



    



    After all, he was the landlord, and the agent had run away because he was irresponsible. In today’s situation, it was reasonable and justified for him to show up.



    



    Since the construction, renovation, and rental of this building, he hadn't cared about being a landlord. But because of Sheng Xia, he actually started to care.



    



    He never seemed to care about things that most people wouldn't care about, but once he found out that someone else would care, he would subconsciously begin to demand strictness from himself as well.



    



    The nightmare returned.



    



    He is now the high school student who was led by the top student.



    



    At this moment, Sheng Xia happened to turn her head to look at him, and Cheng Liang snapped his straw with a click.



    



    "Doctor... Cheng," Sheng Xia hesitated in addressing him, "the workers said that the wiring in the room we live in may have been modified with by the previous tenants, but it's all covered up by wallpaper now and we can’t see it."



    



    Cheng Liang stood up straight and took a few steps forward, stepping into 302 for the first time since living in this building.



    



    The layout of 302 was actually the same as his, with three bedrooms, one living room, and two bathrooms. However, the decoration of the rental unit was done by the engineering team his parents hired, and it was uniformly decorated in the simplest style. After several changes of tenants, it was now unrecognizable. The walls were covered with floral wallpaper, and the corners of the walls were also beginning to show signs of wear.



    



    "This wallpaper needs to be removed, otherwise we won't know how the wiring was buried," the electrician held the floor plan of the building that Cheng Liang had given Xiao Zhou before, shaking his head with a serious expression. "I don't know what the previous people did, but there's definitely a short circuit in this room. We need to find out as soon as possible, otherwise it will be a big trouble."



    



    Cheng Liang watched the electrician walk into Xiao Zhou's place with a serious face and shaking his head. He lowered his voice to ask Xiao Zhou: "Where did you find this electrician?"



    



    Xiao Zhou pushed his glasses: "On the wall of the hospital toilet."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi, who were standing behind them and heard everything clearly: "......"



    



    "...That place is full of psoriasis advertisements for male diseases, where did you find the electrician??" Cheng Liang gritted his teeth.



    



    He just knew that Xiao Zhou was definitely not a normal person.



    



    "It's because among the bunch of long, hard, and long-lasting ads, there was one about circuit repairs, so it’s especially noticeable," Xiao Zhou's logic ability was quite strong.



    



    So strong that Tang Caixi behind him showed an expression of sudden realization.



    



    "If it’s going to be a major change, it's better to find a regular company and schedule another time," Sheng Xia, who was also behind him, was very calm. "If it's going to take several days, we'll have to find a place to stay in advance."



    



    That was exactly what Cheng Liang meant.



    



    But when Sheng Xia said it first, he felt subtly displeased, so he chose to nod coolly.



    



    "But they brought tools..." Xiao Zhou didn't want to complicate things, but before he could finish his argument, there was a loud bang from inside his room.



    



    "Damn it!" The electrician cursed and then looked at everyone, poking his head out. "I've found the line that's short-circuiting."



    



    No one asked for further details because everyone felt that whatever this muscular electrician had to say next was probably not what they wanted to hear.



    



    "But I messed up," the electrician scratched his head again, flexing his arm muscles, and chuckled innocently. "Looks like the whole building might be without power now."



    



    Cheng Liang: ".................."



    



    So, as they say, none of the psoriasis advertisements in the toilet can be trusted!
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    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    The loud bang just now was because the electrician blindly touched the short-circuited wire. As soon as the power was connected, the ceiling light in Xiao Zhou's living room exploded, followed by a crackling sound from the circuit breaker in the corridor.



    



    It was quite lively, like setting off fireworks.



    



    "Oh no!" The muscular but innocent-looking electrician turned his head and asked Cheng Liang with a puzzled expression, looking somewhat aggrieved, "Why is the short circuit in 301 when it's supposed to be in 302?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    How the fuck should he know why?!



    



    "Did you rent these two apartments to the same person?" Another electrician analyzed the situation seriously for Cheng Liang. "But why would they want to modify the wiring? I think the previous setup was very scientific, and there didn't seem to be any deficiencies."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    If he ever hired workers based on psoriasis ads again, he'd strangle Xiao Zhou.



    



    "What do we do now?" Cheng Liang could only pull the topic back, otherwise these electricians might veer off into a suspense plot.



    



    "Fix it," the electrician who directly caused the power outage in the entire building was very calm. "What else can you do?"



    



    "But this might need major repairs," another electrician said. "It's about time your building has a major overhaul. The tenants come and go, and you don’t know what alterations were made when they rented, so it’s a good time to check everything at once and eliminate hidden dangers."



    



    If it weren't for the fact that the electrical box was still smoking, it would have been quite convincing.



    



    "How long will it take to fix?" Cheng Liang asked, feeling disheartened.



    



    "About a day," the muscular electrician waved his hand confidently. "With four of us, we can go over all the electrical work in your building in a day."



    



    "Don't look for anyone else. We'll start now, and we can finish it by 10 pm if we hurry." Although the electrician was muscular, he was also considerate and gentle. His tone was sincere. "If you look for someone else, it'll just delay things. Whoever comes to do this job will do the same thing. We're already familiar with the setup. We'll give you a discount, so if you ever have any electrical issues in the future, just call us, and we'll quickly fix it."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    These words blocked Cheng Liang inside and out, and they even secured a big deal for themselves effortlessly.



    



    Sure enough, it was a breath of fresh air that could stand out in such fierce toilet advertisements...



    



    Cheng Liang nodded tiredly and took out his phone to call the property management to ask them to notify the tenants of the building.



    



    After everything was arranged, he looked at Sheng Xia and the others who were still standing at the door.



    



    Both 301 and 302 were now cluttered with tools. After Cheng Liang nodded, the electricians spread their tools all over the floor. A large part of the wallpaper in Sheng Xia's living room had also been peeled off, and it looked like it would be messy all day.



    



    "If you have nowhere to go," Cheng Liang spoke up, "you can go to my place and sit for a while."



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang didn't know why he made the invitation.



    



    But he knew that Sheng Xia wanted to refuse at first. She was shaking her head halfway, but after seeing Tang Caixi beside her, she instantly changed her shaking into nodding.



    



    Following Sheng Xia's gaze, Cheng Liang looked at Tang Caixi, then followed Tang Caixi’s gaze and looked at Xiao Zhou.



    



    "Did you know Tang Caixi before?" Landlord Cheng Liang finally invited his tenants into his home. While he was busy in the kitchen washing fruits for the two ladies, he lowered his voice and asked Xiao Zhou.



    



    The cautious Xiao Zhou didn't answer immediately. He pushed his glasses up and asked a question first: "When you were a resident, did you ever scare a patient so much they transferred? How did you handle it afterward?"



    



    ......



    



    Cheng Liang looked at him expressionlessly. "Apologize, write a report, face a deduction in evaluations."



    



    After a moment's thought, he added: "I was smoked by Director Lin."



    



    Xiao Zhou: "Oh."



    



    "Spill it," Cheng Liang crossed his arms and leaned against the refrigerator.



    



    "On the day Sheng Xia had surgery, I was in Operating Room 3," Xiao Zhou said. "It was Deputy Director Li's surgery, a liver resection due to liver cancer. I had to take out the resected tissue to show it to the patient’s family, and when I shouted the patient's name at the window, the person who came was Tang Caixi..."



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    "I guess she was too nervous. She was young and quick to act, so when she heard someone shouting for the family of the patient, she rushed over." Xiao Zhou helped explain for Tang Caixi. "I then showed her what was in the tray."



    



    Needless to say, the rest didn't need to be said.



    



    Tang Caixi originally thought that she would see the stones in Sheng Xia's stomach, but Xiao Zhou showed her a tumor instead.



    



    Tang Caixi confirmed with Xiao Zhou four or five times. She asked him where the stones were, and he said there were no stones, only a tumor. After confirming so many times, he became annoyed and blurted out, "Right now, all we know is that it's malignant. We'll have to wait for the last results for the specifics."



    



    Tang Caixi was naturally frightened to tears.



    



    In the end, the nurse came over and found that the two of them had been chatting on different frequencies the whole time. Tang Caixi was so scared that her legs went weak, while Xiao Zhou broke out in a cold sweat and called the patient's family again.



    



    "You didn't double-confirm the patient's name with her?" Cheng Liang detected the issue.



    



    "Yes," Xiao Zhou didn't hide it, "I forgot at the time."



    



    If Tang Caixi really made a fuss about this, Xiao Zhou would be the one responsible, not to mention that there were other family members involved.



    



    "Find a time to apologize to Tang Caixi alone," Cheng Liang said, unusually serious. "Let's not stir up trouble for Director Lin recently."



    



    Moreover, the two of them lived across from each other now.



    



    And, he was the landlord.



    



    "Let's do it today," Xiao Zhou said, "I don't have to go to the hospital today."



    



    "Aren't you on duty in the ward today?" Cheng Liang frowned.



    



    "The ward assignments changed," Xiao Zhou said. "The schedule was changed last month, and Director Lin has not been in the hospital recently, except for the surgeries he had previously scheduled."



    



    "The people in our department have also been quite idle lately."



    



    "So idle as if the people in Lucheng who need hepatobiliary surgery are gone," Xiao Zhou laughed to himself.



    



    Cheng Liang gave Xiao Zhou a sidelong glance: "Our hospital is not the only hospital in Lucheng, and we’re not the only hepatobiliary surgery department in our hospital."



    



    "I'm not as stable enough," Xiao Zhou pointed, "I can't be as calm as you."



    



    A dead kid who was not normal and would believe in small ads in the toilet.



    



    Cheng Liang clicked his tongue and didn't say anything.



    



    "Aren't you worried at all?" Anyway, since they'd broached the topic, Xiao Zhou didn't hide it anymore.



    



    He was relatively close to Cheng Liang, but most of the time, he didn't really understand this person.



    



    Cheng Liang acted too light, indifferent about everything. For someone who was good at joking and scolding, it was always difficult to see his sincerity.



    



    "Director Lin hasn't done anything," Cheng Liang said, suppressing his smile. "His wife earns all the money in their household. Aside from his salary and bonuses, he hasn't received a penny of gray income in the past few years."



    



    "All we need to know is that," Cheng Liang looked at Xiao Zhou. "The rest doesn't matter."



    



    Xiao Zhou didn't understand: "Then what if the stuff the second department took out is deliberately planted?"



    



    "We just need to know that Director Lin hasn't done anything," Cheng Liang slowed down his speech and repeated himself.



    



    They couldn't control the outcome of the investigation. Even if the outcome of the investigation wasn't the truth, someone needed to remember the truth.



    



    Xiao Zhou finally understood.



    



    After understanding, he didn’t speak again.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't continue the topic either. He finally straightened up and opened the refrigerator, staring at the empty fridge in a daze.



    



    Before coming in, he told Sheng Xia that he would bring them some fruit.



    



    But now there wasn't even water in the fridge.



    



    "Do you have anything to eat in your bag?" Cheng Liang looked at the backpack that Xiao Zhou was carrying.



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi looked at the three apples on the coffee table. They should have been red when fresh, but now they were yellowish-red due to oxidation, and the skin was wrinkled. Cheng Liang had arranged them in a row.



    



    "Eat." Cheng Liang very calmly offered them, "They were taken out from Xiao Zhou's bag. They shouldn't be rotten."



    



    "Thank you," Sheng Xia also calmly took an apple, took a bite, squinted her eyes, and confirmed, "It’s not rotten."



    



    Tang Caixi: "......"



    



    One really dared to say and the other really dared to eat.



    



    "How are you feeling now? I have a patient recipe here that should be suitable for you," Cheng Liang looked at Sheng Xia, and the topic changed exceptionally abruptly.



    



    "I want to borrow two books from you," Sheng Xia also spoke almost simultaneously.



    



    All four of them were momentarily stunned, then they all understood. Sheng Xia and Cheng Liang were probably thinking of the same thing—to give Tang Caixi and Xiao Zhou a chance to be alone together.



    



    It’s just that...



    



    This excuse was too lame!



    



    It was just like those three apples that were so neglected they were almost turning into dried fruit!



    



    Tang Caixi almost convulsed at the corners of her mouth as she watched Sheng Xia and Cheng Liang leave the living room one after the other, then turned her head to look at Xiao Zhou.



    



    Xiao Zhou sat there, his hands clasped together, his expression sincere: "I'm sorry about that day. I should have double-checked, but my lack of experience made me forget."



    



    Tang Caixi: "... It's okay, I was too nervous and didn't hear the family member’s name."



    



    She had been floating through the whole surgery that day. If she hadn't seen Xiao Zhou again today, she probably wouldn't have remembered it.



    



    She just thought of that bloody tumor the moment she saw Xiao Zhou, and subconsciously avoided it.



    



    Xiao Zhou: "......"



    



    Tang Caixi: "......"



    



    So why did those two have to clear the scene when everything could be resolved with just a few words?



    



    "They..." Xiao Zhou cleared his throat. "...have a pretty good relationship."



    



    "Right!" Tang Caixi perked up.



    



    ......



    



    ............



    



    "The atmosphere seems okay." In the study, Cheng Liang looked at the living room.



    



    Standing next to him, Sheng Xia also looked outside. Her ponytail brushed against Cheng Liang's arm, and he took a step back.



    



    "What books do you want to borrow?" he asked her.



    



    Although he knew that borrowing books was just an excuse for Sheng Xia, he didn’t know why, but he felt that Sheng Xia should be able to come up with a book title.



    



    "Do you have any books related to the life of surgeons? Or books you guys usually read?" As expected, Sheng Xia was prepared.



    



    Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow.



    



    "Our school is having a documentary competition next year, and the spare time of doctors is one of my options," Sheng Xia explained. "It's okay if you don't have any. I can go to the library and find them myself."



    



    A documentary, huh...



    



    Cheng Liang's raised eyebrow went up a bit higher. "Why did you choose such a topic?"



    



    "I thought of it when I was hospitalized," Sheng Xia was still straightforward as ever. "At that time, I was curious about what doctors' lives were like after taking off their white coats. I thought it would be a good topic."



    



    "You can just read books to make a documentary?" Cheng Liang asked again.



    



    "I'll read books first to narrow down the topic," Sheng Xia answered. "Eventually, I'll definitely have to find a few doctors to film, but that will have to wait until the topic is finalized."



    



    She had prepared five or six topics, and she was still fishing in the sea.



    



    Cheng Liang still looked at Sheng Xia.



    



    Should he continue to ask this question or not?



    



    He asked himself.



    



    "Why are you curious about the doctors' private lives?" He heard himself ask anyway.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at Cheng Liang, her gaze passing over the fixed bandage hanging around his neck.



    



    "Because of you," she replied.



    



    He made her curious.



    



    The way he faced the patients, the expression he had when he faced the medical dispute, and the sudden loss of control of his emotions the night before her surgery—all of this made her curious.



    



    Cheng Liang lowered his head and smiled.



    



    "You’re really......," he searched for an adjective. "fucking blunt."
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    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    Silence.



    



    Sheng Xia rarely swears, so she didn't quite understand why Cheng Liang would add profanity before the word “blunt”.



    



    She looked at Cheng Liang with bright eyes, feeling that he didn't seem angry, so she thought there should be other words hidden behind his intense tone.



    



    She couldn't guess what the other words were, so she could only stare at Cheng Liang with burning eyes.



    



    Cheng Liang realized that he was being a bit childish.



    



    He could see the question mark in Sheng Xia's eyes, but he didn't intend to answer her.



    



    So, he acted like a schoolboy teasing a female classmate, staring at Sheng Xia without blinking, watching the question mark in her eyes grow bigger and bigger, but he remained resolutely silent.



    



    Sheng Xia didn't move.



    



    Cheng Liang didn’t move either.



    



    It is said that prolonged eye contact between a man and a woman can lead to strange feelings. Cheng Liang didn't feel anything at all, and he thought Sheng Xia probably didn't feel anything either.



    



    She really didn't blink at all.



    



    Her eyes were quite healthy.



    



    Defeated, Cheng Liang closed his eyes in frustration, blinked his sore eyes, and turned to the bookshelf to pick out two books.



    



    "I often read these two books," he reluctantly answered Sheng Xia's previous question about what books the surgeons usually read in their spare time.



    



    Sheng Xia looked at the titles.



    



    The one on top had an orange cover with a man depicted fighting a wolf with a badminton racket. The title was 《100 Deadly Skills: The SEAL Operative’s Guide》Note: Special Agent Training Manual.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    The one below was relatively normal. It was a science fiction novel titled 《Flowers for Algernon》, which Sheng Xia had also read. It was a deeply moving and shocking book. The core idea of the entire book was "If I hadn't seen the sun, I could have borne the darkness."



    



    Both books had been flipped through many times. There were creases and scribbled notes in them. Cheng Liang didn't carelessly cater to her. These two books were indeed things he often flipped through in his spare time.



    



    "This one is for interest," Cheng Liang pointed to the special agent book.



    



    Sheng Xia flipped through it and was surprised to find that it wasn't a book that used the title as a gimmick. Inside were one hundred practical skills for special agents illustrated with pictures and text: how to avoid being tracked, how to untie bound hands, how to not leave fingerprints, how to make bombs, how to pick locks......



    



    Such a book, and it was even in English. Sheng Xia curiously looked at the publisher listed on the book cover.



    



    "I bought it abroad. The domestic published version has been censored," Cheng Liang explained.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......If the patient’s family who made trouble that day and took out a knife hadn't been subdued, would you have used the skills in this book to deal with him?"



    



    Cheng Liang shook his head: "There were police and security guards on the scene, so it wasn't my turn to do these things."



    



    "And the stuff on this isn’t practical anyway." He turned a couple of pages, commenting, "The pictures are just well-drawn."



    



    He read it like a comic book.



    



    After all, it was written by a real special agent, so it seemed more realistic than those superhero comics.



    



    "...What about this one?" Sheng Xia decided to skip this hard-to-describe and somewhat juvenile interest book.



    



    "I picked it up casually from the bestseller shelf in the bookstore. I thought it was good after reading it, so I read it a few more times."



    



    After Cheng Liang finished answering, he picked up the special agent book and flipped through two pages.



    



    It was indeed out of interest. He relaxed after reading two pages, and when he lowered his head, the tear mole on his face became even more obvious.



    



    The atmosphere also became relaxed.



    



    "Do you go to bookstores often?" It was rare to have such an opportunity. Sheng Xia, who had been fretting over the documentary topic all month, had many questions in her mind.



    



    "Occasionally." Cheng Liang was also cooperative, "I got a membership card for the bookstore. When the points are about to expire, I go there to browse, and then after I buy books, I’ll get even more points."



    



    The endless loop of membership cards.



    



    This answer is very interesting.



    



    Sheng Xia raised her eyebrows.



    



    "Besides reading, what else do you like to do in your spare time?" Sheng Xia had already pulled up the memo on her phone, intending to ask more questions while she had the chance.



    



    "Washing clothes," Cheng Liang replied.



    



    Sheng Xia: "...Ah?"



    



    So, all the clothes she saw drying every day in the sunroom on the first floor were washed by Cheng Liang?



    



    That’s a lot of clothes!



    



    You could even see winter sweaters in the summer...



    



    Cheng Liang cast a sidelong glance at Sheng Xia. "Are you planning to use me as material for your documentary?"



    



    "No." Sheng Xia shook her head, "I haven't decided on a topic yet. I just want to gather some information for now."



    



    Cheng Liang paused, then lowered his head to flip through the special agent manual again.



    



    He didn't want to admit that for a moment, his face changed because Sheng Xia shook her head.



    



    He just likes to watch documentaries, but he doesn’t want to be the material of one.



    



    Really not!



    



    "What other topics are there?" Cheng Liang asked seemingly casually.



    



    "There are also topics related to humanities, showing the various breakfast stores in the early mornings of Lucheng in different seasons and climates." Sheng Xia was still honest. "Or emotional topics, such as urban blind dates between men and women."



    



    There are many topics, and there are many topics that Sheng Xia thinks can be filmed well, However, Sheng Xia herself doesn’t know why, but she really wants to try filming the off-duty moments of doctors.



    



    What would a profession that can experience the kindness and evil of human nature up close during working hours, touch lives, and witness the birth and death of their own kind do after work?



    



    How do they maintain a balance between work and life? How do they choose to save lives in the face of the worst of humanity? How do they cope with the powerlessness of watching patients die rapidly?



    



    These were emotions that Sheng Xia couldn't understand, and she wanted to see and hear them through the lens of a documentary.



    



    "But what I want to film the most is about doctors." Sheng Xia emphasized.



    



    It was just that this topic was too heavy, and she lacked experience. Just finding an entry point had been a source of frustration for over a month.



    



    She wasn't in a rush, though. The process of finding an entry point was interesting to her in itself. Even if she couldn't film such a heavy topic in the end because of her lack of ability, it would still be a kind of accumulation for her.



    



    Cheng Liang was silent.



    



    When Sheng Xia said these words, the eagerness in her eyes reminded him of Director Lin and his top student deskmate, whom he hadn't contacted in years.



    



    This kind of love, focus, and persistence, like glaring light, burns the eyes of people like him, leaving black spots, and hiding nothing.



    



    "Need help?" He heard himself ask.



    



    Cheng Liang was helpless against such people.



    



    He had no ill feelings towards Sheng Xia. On the contrary, he liked her live streaming sessions. The first time he saw her in the outpatient clinic, he felt that this kind of anchor who didn't use any filters was rare.



    



    The playlist in the live broadcast room was completely in line with his taste, which was even rarer.



    



    Not to mention when Sheng Xia was hospitalized, she could have won a model patient award. The nurses who took care of her were deeply impressed by her. Even a week after Sheng Xia was discharged, he could still hear nurses talking about her, saying that it would be great if all patients were like Sheng Xia.



    



    Moreover, she was also his tenant.



    



    Although he had never cared about the word "tenant" since the building was built - the apartment was in the center of the old city, and he never had to worry about finding tenants.



    



    But he still kindly offered to help, which was the first time for him.



    



    But he contributed his precious first time, and Sheng Xia was not excited as he had imagined.



    



    Her eyes were indeed brighter.



    



    But she just stared at him like that for almost a minute, then slightly embarrassedly, she tentatively said, "Then......"



    



    Cheng Liang waited for her to speak.



    



    She probably felt that what she was about to say next might trouble him a bit, and her face turned slightly flushed.



    



    "Can I trouble you to introduce me to three doctors?" she said.



    



    "One like Dr. Zhou, a young resident."



    



    "One around thirty years old, like the resident doctors I met when I was hospitalized before."



    



    "And lastly, a middle-aged doctor with relatively seniority and expertise."



    



    After Sheng Xia finished, she hurriedly added: "I promise it won't affect their daily lives."



    



    "The documentary needs to be kept within forty minutes, so the duration for each person will be controlled around ten minutes."



    



    "I will have an interview with each person for about an hour before recording, and then I will record a short segment of their daily work at the hospital."



    



    Sheng Xia paused.



    



    "If it's not convenient to film at the hospital, it's also okay not to. If the hospital needs a shooting permit, I can also provide a certificate from the school."



    



    "The main thing is to shoot the after-work content. I will give each person a camera, and they can put the camera in their favorite place and shoot some content of eating, chatting, and leisure."



    



    She said she hadn't decided on a topic yet, but when she said these things, she was so fluent that she rarely paused.



    



    But......



    



    Cheng Liang smiled and lowered his head.



    



    "Those things you just asked me, was that for practice?" he asked.



    



    What kind of books do you like to read? What do you like to do in your spare time?



    



    She wanted to find three doctors but didn't mention she needed to find him. She said that she was looking for Xiao Zhou but didn't say she wanted to find him.



    



    Turns out he's just a middleman.



    



    Just like the last time she asked him for his WeChat but never added him.



    



    Does this kid only like digging pits and not filling them up?



    



    "En," Sheng Xia didn't notice anything wrong with the atmosphere, she nodded honestly, "I want to experience the contrast between doctors' work and off-duty life."



    



    "Is the contrast big?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    Sheng Xia inexplicably felt that Cheng Liang's tone was somewhat eerie. She looked at him with confusion and shook her head: "Actually, it's quite consistent."



    



    Both the Cheng Liang at work and off duty were peculiarly contradictory and concealed their anger.



    



    But she didn't say this out loud. She felt that it wasn't right to make assumptions about someone based on her feelings. Strictly speaking, they were still strangers.



    



    "A doctor around thirty years old, I can do it. No need to find a resident doctor," Cheng Liang noticed that if he didn't speak plainly, Sheng Xia probably wouldn't understand even if he talked until dawn.



    



    Who knew that Sheng Xia immediately shook her head not hesitating for a second: "You won't do."



    



    "Huh?" The question turned into a dangerous monosyllable.



    



    If Sheng Xia didn't give him a reasonable explanation, he would throw these two tenants out of the room right now.



    



    "You...... you're not mainstream," Sheng Xia tilted her head.



    



    The expression on Cheng Liang's narrowed eyes turned even darker.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    He's unhappy again...



    



    "I want to find someone more typical." She felt that maybe her previous statement of him not being mainstream had offended him, so she changed her wording, "Someone more ordinary, someone who fits most people’s impression of a doctor."



    



    Not someone like him, who owns a building in the city center of a quasi-first-tier city, tall and handsome, walks with a breeze, giving a sidelong smile with a touch of charm.



    



    She was making a documentary, not a movie.



    



    If she used Cheng Liang as the material for her documentary, it would be too unrealistic.



    



    Cheng Liang retorted: "Am I not ordinary?"



    



    Is he not ordinary?



    



    Even if he were hit by a bed board, he'd still break a bone. He still couldn't perform major surgeries on his own, he hadn't been selected as an outstanding young doctor this quarter, and all his research projects had fallen through.



    



    Isn’t that ordinary enough?



    



    Sheng Xia was at a loss for words, but she still bravely shook her head: "Your building has two units, one elevator for two households, eight floors in total, including this one you've combined, making thirty-one rooms in total."



    



    Sheng Xia looked at him sincerely: "That's already very unusual."



    



    Considering the rent in Lucheng, his annual income must be over a million.



    



    His hospital salary was probably just his pocket money every month.



    



    Cheng Liang’s face was dark, and his heart was wooden. He asked a question that would make him smack his mouth for decades to come every time he recalled it: "Is it not okay to have money?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "If you have money, it means you're not an ordinary person? Can't I be a typical doctor? Can't I even be in a documentary?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "..............."



    



    Cheng Liang: "Do you discriminate against rich people?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "........................"
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    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    "He really said that?" Tang Caixi was dumbfounded.



    



    "En." Sheng Xia was half-kneeling by the bookshelf in the living room, looking for a book, her response absent-minded.



    



    Those unreliable electricians actually turned out to be very punctual. Before ten o'clock at night, they had indeed completed all the work. The two girls in 302 were now sitting in their brightly lit living room, chatting and staring at the mottled wallpaper on the wall.



    



    The landlord, Cheng Liang, said that he would send someone to help them reapply the wallpaper.



    



    Landlord Cheng Liang also said that Sheng Xia discriminates against rich people.



    



    "The house he lives in is so big that it echoes..." Tang Caixi had never seen anyone so shameless.



    



    "But he also helped me broaden my horizons." Sheng Xia’s thinking remained as positive as ever.



    



    Even though she also thought that Cheng Liang was too shameless.



    



    "What are you looking for?" Tang Caixi wasn't interested in the new ideas of the upright baby Sheng Xia. "These books haven't been touched in ages, don't touch them! They're all dusty!"



    



    "A novel." Sheng Xia knew that Tang Caixi didn't remember the names of the books she read, so she directly told her the synopsis, "It's a sci-fi novel about a mentally handicapped person who becomes a genius after undergoing brain experiments and then regresses back to his original state."



    



    "It’s in the bathroom, I saw it when I went there a couple of days ago." Tang Caixi, who was lying like a salted fish on the sofa, saw Sheng Xia darting into the bathroom the next second.



    



    "Is this your new idea?" Tang Caixi, half propped up, watched as Sheng Xia ran back to the sofa and sat down. Tang Caixu adjusted her lying position and rested her chin on Sheng Xia's shoulder to look at the book with her.



    



    "No." Sheng Xia lowered and flipped through the book. "This is Dr. Cheng’s favorite book to read in his spare time."



    



    Tang Caixi tilted her head to look at Sheng Xia. "So you're planning to use Cheng Liang as material?"



    



    That was quite new. It was rare to see Sheng Xia change her mind because of a few words from others.



    



    "I'm thinking..." Sheng Xia closed the book. "If I use the topic of 'different paths lead to the same destination', will I be able to better grasp that sense of heaviness?"



    



    "Explain." Tang Caixi raised her eyebrows.



    



    "I can't explain it yet." Sheng Xia smiled. "It's just a feeling for now."



    



    She had this feeling once before, when she was feeling stifled and looked out from the balcony of the doctor's office.



    



    It was also the original reason why she wanted to make this documentary.



    



    "It's about the lights of thousands of homes, the vitality of life." Sheng Xia said, bowing her head to flip through the book again.



    



    A person who would read《Flowers for Algernon》over and over again must be sensitive and delicate, with many things in their mind that others can't see.



    



    Dig deeper.



    



    Perhaps she would be able to touch upon the fleeting emotion that had enlightened her when she was feeling stifled.



    



    Tang Caixi tilted her head to look at her friend.



    



    She must have had a more concrete idea, so she looked excited and eager.



    



    That Dr. Cheng Liang, he should also be an interesting person. Sheng Xia liked interesting things and was curious about all new the fields she hadn't explored before.



    



    "Oh, right." Tang Caixi sat up straight. "I want to chase the guy next door, Zhou Xian."



    



    The young Dr. Zhou Xian, the academic achiever, Xiao Zhou Zhou.



    



    ......



    



    Sheng Xia closed the book.



    



    "Xixi." Sheng Xia was very calm. "Last week, you just said that you wanted to pursue the security guard who works the day shift at the property management......"



    



    Tang Caixi waved her hand: "That's not going to work. I saw the pants he wore when he got off work the day before yesterday, and they're not the brand I like."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh, then what about this time?"



    



    "Zhou Xian has nice hands." Tang Caixi rested her chin on Sheng Xia's shoulder again. "If those hands help me put a coat on me, I will scream."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh."



    



    She was just speechless at Tang Caixi's criteria for pursuing someone. However, she never worried about whether or not Tang Caixi would succeed in pursuing them, because Tang Caixi's idea of pursuing someone basically amounted to looking at them a few more times, saying a few more words, and then going home to hold her cheeks and squeal a few times.



    



    Tang Caixi preferred the process of being excited, and she wasn't picky about her targets.



    



    "Good luck." Sheng Xia, being a good friend, rubbed Tang Caixi's head.



    



    "You too." Tang Caixi smiled back.



    



    Her hair was all messed up, but smiles were brought out by the rubbing.



    



    At that time, they didn't know that every seemingly trivial episode in life that they thought was just a passing moment would eventually become a part of their lives.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang was in a daze.



    



    Ever since he found out that Sheng Xia and her friend lived upstairs, he realized that the floor quality of this house was not very good.



    



    When it was quiet, it was very easy to hear the footsteps upstairs. He had seen the slippers they wore at home, so he could tell that the muffled ones were Sheng Xia's.



    



    The gray soft-bottomed slippers with a familiar robot printed on them.



    



    She walks like a soldier, even in slippers, not dragging her feet, each step precise and disciplined.



    



    She's really an interesting person, so upright and proper. It makes people want to poke her just to see if she'll stay straight against external forces.



    



    But why did he ask such a stupid question to someone like her, just for a student's documentary for a school competition? He's starting to feel frustrated.



    



    This is the first time in his life that he's offered to help voluntarily!



    



    How is he not ordinary......



    



    As a doctor, how is he even not suitable for a student’s documentary about doctors?!



    



    What's even more infuriating!



    



    This person!



    



    After going home, she actually added him on WeChat!!



    



    It's been more than a month since she was discharged from the hospital, and she still remembers his WeChat ID. The reason for adding him was simply "Hello Dr. Cheng, I'm Sheng Xia."



    



    Not a single extra word.



    



    Her avatar, like her slippers, is a robot.



    



    Cheng Liang gritted his teeth and clicked accept. He opened Sheng Xia's chat window and typed quickly: Do you like Transformers?



    



    Or maybe her boyfriend does.



    



    But she probably didn’t have a boyfriend, otherwise a boyfriend who didn’t even show up when she was hospitalized and had surgery could basically be thrown away.



    



    Sheng Xia replied very quickly: I like Optimus Prime in Transformers.



    



    Straight to the point.



    



    Cheng Liang clicked on the avatar and zoomed in, indeed, it was the red and blue truck.



    



    What a strange interest.



    



    Cheng Liang remained silent, holding his phone and waiting for Sheng Xia to type.



    



    Cheng Liang thought: Young people should be fast at typing, so if she's taking this long to type, it’s estimated that it may be a long paragraph.



    



    After waiting for about two minutes, Sheng Xia finally sent a message, but it was not long.



    



    Sheng Xia: Dr. Cheng, are you interested in documentaries?



    



    ......



    



    Cheng Liang unwrapped a lollipop for himself.



    



    If he said he was not interested, would she believe him? After all, he even asked that kind of question.



    



    Sheng Xia was still typing on the other side.



    



    Sheng Xia: After chatting with you today, I have some new ideas about this documentary. If possible, I'd like to chat with you again.



    



    Sheng Xia: But the new ideas may take up some of your time.



    



    Sheng Xia: If you're willing, I'd like to invite you to shoot a separate documentary.



    



    Now her typing speed matches her age.



    



    Cheng Liang stared at the line "shoot a separate documentary" for a long time before typing: What do you mean?



    



    Sheng Xia: The duration of the documentary is limited, and I don’t have enough experience.



    



    Sheng Xia: Shooting the stories of three doctors in a limited amount of time, both the theme and the editing may become very scattered.



    



    Sheng Xia: Instead of that, I might as well focus my energy on one doctor and only present that doctor's story.



    



    Cheng Liang's lollipop swirled in his mouth.



    



    He didn't pay attention just now, the lollipop he unwrapped was coffee-flavored. He was sensitive to caffeine, so eating this now would probably make him stay up all night working on his paper again.



    



    Cheng Liang: You want to focus the stories of three ordinary doctors on me?



    



    Sheng Xia didn't immediately respond this time.



    



    Even through WeChat, one could almost feel that Cheng Liang was gnashing his teeth at the word "ordinary".



    



    Sheng Xia smiled: Yes, after all, you're all ordinary doctors.



    



    Cheng Liang: ......How do you plan to film it?



    



    It was like coaxing a child!



    



    Sheng Xia: Zhou Xian said that you'll have a month off next. So I’d like to make an appointment next week, so we can chat like we did today.



    



    Sheng Xia: We can talk about anything, but I'll be filming alongside you.



    



    Sheng Xia: After all, a documentary is not a movie. There's no script and there will be no fixed shooting method. I just want to show your state outside of work in the most realistic way.



    



    Sheng Xia: Is that okay?



    



    Cheng Liang: Zhou Xian?



    



    Sheng Xia: ......It’s Dr. Xiao Zhou Zhou.



    



    ((tl: okay, I researched and found out that it’s a common practice to double a person’s name to convey affection or familiarity. Anyway, please correct me if I’m wrong.))



    



    Cheng Liang: You already know his name?



    



    Sheng Xia: ...Xixi told me.



    



    Cheng Liang: Oh.



    



    And then nothing.



    



    Sheng Xia's thumb nail had already left a red mark on the tip of her ring finger, but there was no movement from Cheng Liang’s side at all, not even a prompt indicating he was typing.



    



    And after an "oh", Cheng Liang had long since exited the chat window and clicked on Sheng Xia's Moments.



    



    ......Sheng Xia's Moments were not restricted, and about eighty percent of the content was Optimus Prime.



    



    Optimus Prime in truck form.



    



    Optimus Prime transforming mid-air.



    



    Optimus Prime being beaten to death.



    



    He knew that Sheng Xia was probably waiting for his reply, but he just didn’t want to reply to her so quickly as it would make him seem like he was too eager.



    



    But after finishing browsing Sheng Xia's Moments, he almost forgot to reply.



    



    The last time he wanted to tease someone like this was when he was in kindergarten. At that time, he was in his rebellious period, and he almost made the kids in his class cry every day, resulting in his dad punishing him by making him recite the Thousand-Character Classic every day.



    



    Maybe it's because Sheng Xia is too serious.



    



    Cheng Liang swirled the lollipop in his mouth again, then finally, with some reserve, reopened the chat window.



    



    Cheng Liang: When exactly next week?



    



    Sheng Xia replied in seconds: Is Wednesday okay?



    



    She needs to gather some information.



    



    Although she told Cheng Liang that it was just a casual chat, she couldn't possibly just shoot randomly. She definitely had to decide on the topic to talk about.



    



    Cheng Liang is an unpredictable person. If didn’t set a topic, she didn’t know where the conversation would end up.



    



    Cheng Liang: Sure, Wednesday afternoon at 1:00. I'll contact you then.



    



    Sheng Xia: Thank you, thank you. [Optimus Prime bowing.jpg]



    



    Cheng Liang chuckled.



    



    They had been chatting for so long, and Sheng Xia didn’t send a single emoji, so he didn't know how to evaluate the only one she sent.



    



    Sheng Xia: Then I won't disturb you anymore. [Optimus Prime in pajamas, goodnight.jpg]



    



    Cheng Liang bit down on the lollipop in his mouth.



    



    Cheng Liang: What's my WeChat nickname on your phone?



    



    Sheng Xia: ......Dr. Cheng.



    



    Cheng Liang: Oh, and what about Zhou Xian's?



    



    Sheng Xia: I don't have Zhou Xian's WeChat.



    



    Cheng Liang: Alright.



    



    He expressionlessly exited the chat window again, leaving Sheng Xia inexplicably scratching her ring finger.



    



    She's worried.



    



    When the time comes for the one-on-one interview, how should she respond to Cheng Liang's sudden and inexplicable topics?



    



    Or......



    



    Medical students all have high IQs. They are usually under a lot of pressure, so they tend to speak in this unpredictable manner?



    



    But Xiao Zhou is not like this......



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang didn’t pay attention to Sheng Xia anymore.



    



    In fact, he hadn’t checked WeChat for a long time. The number of messages had piled up to the point where he didn’t even want to open them. He maintained the good mood from teasing Sheng Xia just now and clicked on the hepatobiliary surgery group chat.



    



    The chat content was pretty much the same as usual.



    



    In the work group, it's mostly superiors issuing directives or news, with everyone below eagerly responding, a microcosm of social life. Lately, the hospital has been focusing on increasing revenue, so leaders are pressuring every doctor to post hospital-related content on their social media. Occasionally, they even name and criticize those who haven't posted anything, and he's one of the heavily targeted ones.



    



    It was just that, subtly, no one from the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department had been saying much lately.



    



    And Director Lin wasn’t among the leaders who were issuing orders.



    



    Cheng Liang threw away the stick of the lollipop, and he clicked on Director Lin’s WeChat, directly initiating a video call.



    



    "You brat, it's past eleven now!" Director Lin answered very quickly. He was in his pajamas and the background was dark, so he should be home.



    



    His voice was loud, and his complexion was good.



    



    "Missed you," Cheng Liang grinned, "Let's find some time, I'll take you fishing."



    



    "With that broken shoulder of yours, what can you fish!" Director Lin snorted and looked at the screen, "Let’s drink tea instead. I'll contact you the day after tomorrow."



    



    Cheng Liang smiled: "Okay."



    



    The break was over.



    



    As an ordinary doctor juggling three roles, it was time for him to come out of the mountain.

  
    Chapter 19



    



    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    "What's wrong with you? You look worse than this old man." Director Lin, the fishing on paper enthusiast [1], ultimately chose to meet at the fishing spot. It was a small fishpond that was extremely rudimentary and had a very fishy smell. The little old man shrunk in a folding chair holding a very expensive fishing rod.



    



    Cheng Liang, who had not slept all night because of the caffeine, was very disgusted. He pinched a more primitive folding chair with his fingers and sat down, and he sank a few centimeters into the ground. "Couldn't you find a better fishing spot?"



    



    Director Lin tsked at him: "You don't know what’s good. This fishing spot costs 800 yuan a day! And you need to make a reservation!"



    



    And you have to pay by the pound of the fish you catch!



    



    Cheng Liang chuckled, casually picking up a tree branch to use as a fishing rod. "You've definitely been cheated again."



    



    He spoke like an expert. Everyone knows that Director Lin has hardly taken any time off for the past few years. Where does he have the time to fish? Where does he have the time to dress like a spy on a workday, holding earthworms as bait in his hand and grinning?



    



    Director Lin chuckled, took out a cigarette box, and lit a cigarette for himself: "How's your shoulder?"



    



    Once he was out of the hospital and out of his white coat, Director Lin lost his imposing aura, becoming as cheerful as a neighbor's uncle. He dressed oddly too, wearing his wife's sunscreen gloves in the scorching heat to fend off mosquitoes, and there were even lily prints on them.



    



    Cheng Liang shook his arm: "It's alright."



    



    "I thought you wouldn't contact me for a while." After a moment of silence, Director Lin flicked the ash from his cigarette and started talking.



    



    Rarely, there was a hint of imperceptible embarrassment on his.



    



    Cheng Liang didn’t even look at Director Lin. He took out a lollipop, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth.



    



    Director Lin took advantage of his accident and poked a hornet's nest that had been hidden in the first and second department for a long time. As a result, he accidentally poked too hard. The hornet’s nest exploded, and everyone was stung to some extent.



    



    Cheng Liang became the fuse of the whole thing. Director Lin was afraid that the fire would burn him, so he simply gave Cheng Liang more than a month off. And Cheng Liang, without saying a word, took the leave and left.



    



    This was a tacit understanding between master and disciple.



    



    Director Lin must be feeling guilty, knowing that Cheng Liang had never liked to get involved in such matters, yet he still dragged him into it. And now that things had escalated too far, he was finding it hard to handle it on his own.



    



    So Cheng Liang didn't look for him, and he didn't have the face to look for Cheng Liang either.



    



    But he hadn't expected this kid to soften up his heart so quickly. He became so proactive, which was so unlike him.



    



    "Has someone contacted you privately?" Director Lin asked.



    



    He thought for a long time but couldn't think of a reason why Cheng Liang would contact him so soon. And he was even willing to come to a fishing spot like this.



    



    When did his disciple become so considerate?



    



    Cheng Liang shook his head, looking at the fishpond with a serious expression. "My mother must have told you about it. There was a time when I was addicted to games while studying."



    



    Director Lin ah’ed, his head full of question marks.



    



    "I had a deskmate at that time......" Cheng Liang continued, maintaining a serious expression, and told him again how he was influenced by his desk mate to be admitted to medical school.



    



    Director Lin didn't even utter a word anymore. It seemed that if Cheng Liang didn't start talking about business soon, he would use earthworms to smear his face.



    



    "I recently discovered that I also have such a person among my tenants." Cheng Liang revealed the answer and closed his mouth.



    



    Director Lin: "......"



    



    He considered himself highly intelligent, but with such leaps in logic, it still took him a while to figure out the reasoning.



    



    Cheng Liang was simply infected by someone's positive energy, so he decided to be more proactive.



    



    But he was also lazy, so his so-called being proactive meant taking one step forward. As for whether to continue moving forward, it all depended entirely on whether Director Lin intended to smoke him.



    



    So Director Lin did smoke him.



    



    "Since you're out, do me a favor." Director Lin looked at him. "Find some time to come back to the hospital, use up all your annual leave this year, and just say I told you to do it."



    



    Cheng Liang understood: "Are you still planning to continue to pretend to be pitiful?"



    



    It was impossible for Director Lin to be shaken. Not to mention that he wouldn't stoop to doing anything shady like medical kickbacks, he hadn't even done anything opportunistic since he started working. Moreover, given his current status in the field of hepatobiliary surgery in China, he would be sought after by any hospital he went to.



    



    Director Lin refused to give in, which was his attitude.



    



    To put it bluntly, it was an immature attitude like "Sure, your hospital has two hepatobiliary surgery departments, anyway. Let's see if you can manage without me."



    



    Actually, Cheng Liang was quite surprised.



    



    Director Lin has a temperament of not caring much about things. As long as things didn't go too far and didn't disturb him directly, he could actually tolerate it. That project wasn't even a big deal, and the beginning of this incident might really have been just to vent his anger for Cheng Liang.



    



    However, it seemed that Director Lin had now discovered other things while venting his anger.



    



    "My wife bought me this fishing rod to comfort me, and I haven't even warmed up yet." Director Lin did not deny.



    



    "Is it serious?" Cheng Liang knew that Director Lin was deliberately not telling him the whole matter and was waiting for him to ask, but he still took the bait.



    



    Mainly because he, a fine young man, really didn't want to waste time with this old man in this kind of place.



    



    In just a short while, he had already killed several dozen mosquitoes, and the blood loss made it seem like he had donated blood.



    



    Director Lin remained silent.



    



    The fishing rod twitched in the pond twice. Director Lin reeled it in, but the battle-hardened fish in the pond had already eaten the bait and slipped away.



    



    Director Lin didn't seem annoyed. He slowly put more bait on the fishing rod.



    



    Cheng Liang sat next to him, biting down on his lollipop, really wanting to throw all the bait into the pond to feed the fish. After all, looking at Director Lin like this, he wouldn't catch anything anyway. He was just there to feed the fish.



    



    "This time," Director Lin threw the fishing rod and sat back down. "I’m afraid Old Li won't be able to escape."



    



    Cheng Liang was silent.



    



    He wasn't surprised.



    



    With the hospital focusing more on revenue generation, Director Lin's attitude towards such matters had always depended on individual discretion. Regarding matters of principle, those in the medical profession who couldn't resist such temptations might as well change their profession early.



    



    But the temptation of something like this, not everyone could resist.



    



    Cheng Liang had seen doctors in the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department engaging in such activities privately several times. Although he had never seen someone as cunning as Deputy Director Li, he knew that Deputy Director Li had indeed been overly involved with certain individuals.



    



    It seemed that this time, the so-called anonymous report might have also been partially provided by Director Lin himself. He had always despised such matters, so since he had started, he might as well sweep everything clean in one go.



    



    "So it’s not that I want to pretend this time. But if I don’t pretend, our department might really be finished."



    



    "In the past few years, the focus on generating income has scattered everyone's hearts. If I’m still in the department, those people in our department will be embarrassed to uproot everything."



    



    Cheng Liang smiled.



    



    Director Lin intended to use this incident to clean out all those dirty things in the department. His avoidance was simply his stance.



    



    After the hospital's clean-up, they would naturally find someone to coax Director Lin back.



    



    By that time, the tumor in the first department would already be cleaned up, the matter of the second department’s stealing the project would also be concluded, and in the end, the ultimate beneficiary would be this old fox lurking in the bushes feeding fish and mosquitoes.



    



    That is why Xiao Zhou is too simple to worry about a fart.



    



    "Just go to the hospital and ask for leave?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    "You can decide how to spend your vacation." Director Lin was still relieved that Cheng Liang would do things. "If Old Li looks for you, just pretend you don’t know anything."



    



    Everyone chooses their own path, and when choosing, one should know their own outcome. If Old Li took bribes, he should know that Cheng Liang wouldn't help him.



    



    This matter was simpler than Cheng Liang had initially thought, and he could also gain an extra fifteen days of annual leave.



    



    His statement this time also meant that he was on Director Lin’s side, and when the hospital coaxed Director Lin back, they would surely coax him back as well.



    



    Looking at it this way, Director Lin had indeed helped him snatch back the project, and the old fox was indeed true to his word.



    



    "I'll send you some materials when I get back." Director Lin probably felt that Cheng Liang was getting too smug, so he began to pour cold water on him. "Take this opportunity to go through those papers."



    



    After pouring cold water on him, he continued to throw stones down the well, "Anyway, you don’t have a personal life, it’s a waste to take such a long vacation."



    



    "......I do have a private life." Cheng Liang was not deterred this time, and the corner of his lips curled in a good mood. "You know my very positive tenant. The one who underwent gallbladder surgery before, named Sheng Xia."



    



    Director Lin was stunned when he heard this and let out an “ah”.



    



    He didn't remember her very well.



    



    "She's still a student, and she’s going to shoot a documentary about doctors." Cheng Liang continued. "She chose me as the protagonist."



    



    Director Lin’s brows furrowing into a question mark. "She needs to discuss it with the hospital before you can agree."



    



    Cheng Liang shook his head. "No need, she said she won't film the hospital, just the doctors after work. If anyone doesn't want to show their face, she can use a mosaic and voice changer."



    



    Director Lin: "......What kind of private life is this?"



    



    "I'm the protagonist, and she’s just filming me." The corners of Cheng Liang's mouth curled up even more. "It’ll definitely take a lot of time."



    



    Director Lin: "......Didn’t you refuse to appear in the hospital’s promotional video before?"



    



    When did you become interested in this kind of thing?



    



    "That's different." Cheng Liang shook his head.



    



    There was a fundamental difference between a commercial promotional video and a documentary filmed by a student.



    



    Moreover, teasing Sheng Xia was very interesting.



    



    It was even more interesting than bullying his deskmate, the top student, when he was studying.



    



    He should have a colorful and fulfilling time during this month-long break.



    



    Director Lin held the fishing rod and looked at Cheng Liang for a long time, then said perfunctorily: "......Congratulations."



    



    Congratulations on having a private life.



    



    Like coaxing a child.



    



    But Cheng Liang was satisfied. After being satisfied, he couldn't keep his hands and feet still. He swayed back and forth on the folding chair. With a creak, the poor-quality folding chair collapsed, and he fell to the ground with a thud. The ground by the pond was slippery, and Cheng Liang fluttered twice and almost slipped into the fishpond. Fortunately, Director Lin acted swiftly, using the fishing rod to block him.



    



    As Cheng Liang slid towards the river, he grabbed the fishing rod with one hand and the bait box next to him with the other.



    



    As a result, the bait box fell into the water, and the fishing rod bent into a strange arc that probably couldn't be used again in the future.



    



    As for Cheng Liang himself, half of his jeans were smeared with mud, and the remaining half was soaked with water from the fishpond.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Director Lin: "......"



    



    "You can leave now." The old man finally couldn't stand it anymore.



    



    Just a second ago, he thought Cheng Liang had become more mature after this incident, but the next second, his face was swollen.



    



    "Don't call me again! Go play by yourself!" The old man huffed and puffed. "Get lost, get lost, get lost!"



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang felt that his luck, which had been low for more than a month, should be turning around now.



    



    Director Lin, who rarely meddled, finally made up his mind to start rectifying those messy matters, he himself had a long vacation and a private life, and the real estate agent that had previously fled finally returned happily after he provided him his real phone number and increased the salary by 10%, and now he could just sit back and collect rent every month.



    



    Everything was perfect.



    



    The icing on the cake was Sheng Xia upstairs.



    



    They had made an appointment for the first interview time, which was this afternoon, at the coffee shop near the entrance of the community. Sheng Xia said she would treat him to coffee.



    



    Before going out, Cheng Liang even specially combed his hair, trying hard to flatten the unruly strands on his head, and hummed a song while putting on his shoes.



    



    He also calculated the time, presuming that Sheng Xia should have also come downstairs before confidently opening the door.



    



    There were three people in police uniforms standing outside the door.



    



    Cheng Liang was taken aback.



    



    The elevator dinged, and Sheng Xia walked out of the elevator door. She saw Cheng Liang and the three police officers.



    



    "Mr. Cheng, do you have time?" the leading police officer asked. "We have some questions to ask you about the doctors at the Affiliated Hospital of the Medical University receiving kickbacks from pharmaceutical representatives."



    



    Sheng Xia's eyes widened.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Damn it, it seems he's still far from turning his luck around.



    



    



    



    Footnote:



    



    [1] fishing on paper – not really sure about this one, but based on my understanding, it is a metaphorical expression that implies doing an activity that is not very fruitful.
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Cheng Liang





 





"How did you find my house?" Cheng Liang's tone held a hint of resentment. "Didn’t you say before that I just needed to answer a few questions over the phone?"





And they managed to time their visit so precisely...





"We were at the hospital earlier." The police officer was very kind. "Your colleague mentioned that you'd be home by now, so we decided to drop by."





Cheng Liang: "......Colleague?"





Police officer: "Zhou Xian."





Cheng Liang: "......Oh."





He would be a pig if he rented to a colleague again!





"We just have a few questions to ask, it won't take up too much of your time." The police officer was not only kind, but also very considerate.





Cheng Liang subconsciously glanced at Sheng Xia: "But I have an appointment."





"It's okay to wait a little later." Sheng Xia, standing at the entrance of the elevator, shook her head vigorously. "You go ahead with what you need to do."





"But......" After Sheng Xia finished speaking, she hesitated a little, her big eyes staring at him unblinkingly.





She had something to tell him.





Cheng Liang didn't know why, but he suddenly felt an intuition. He turned sideways, allowing the police officers to enter first, then walked over to Sheng Xia and lowered his head.





Sheng Xia also took a step forward, lowering her voice to speak quietly.





"Xixi is a lawyer." She looked up at Cheng Liang. "Although she's not a big lawyer yet, the law firm she works for is quite famous."





"If you need any help, you can find her," Sheng Xia's voice dropped even lower.





They were standing very close, so close that Cheng Liang could see his reflection in Sheng Xia's pupils.





If eyes were the windows to the soul, then Sheng Xia's soul must be pure and colorful.





"Okay, thank you." Cheng Liang suppressed a slew of explanations and instead thanked Sheng Xia, looking into her eyes.





This girl is even more powerful than his previous deskmate. Just by being close to her, he felt that the series of inner dramas in his heart just now, such as "I'm not guilty", "I didn't do it", "Why are the police bothering me?", had evaporated into a series of ellipses.





This momentum was even so strong that when he returned home and closed the door, he even helped the three police officers pour water, although it was just disposable cups and mineral water—usually, he wouldn't even bother to offer water to Director Lin when he visited.





The police officers were indeed here for routine questioning. Apart from being briefly startled by the crystal chandelier in his living room that looked like a pile of RMB when they first entered the door, the rest of the process went smoothly.





Cheng Liang didn't participate much in the department’s small group gatherings, he had no contact with those pharmaceutical representatives at all, and his medication records for patients were clear, so there wasn't much to ask him.





Instead, it was Cheng Liang who, after the police had finished asking all their questions and he had finished reviewing all the documents, furrowed his brow and asked, "So you've only identified Sun Lin so far?"





The three police officers fell silent for a moment, and they looked at each other.





Cheng Liang placed the documents on the table: "Sun Lin is just a resident. Even if he knows a lot of pharmaceutical representatives and has done a lot of matchmaking, the power to make decisions is not in his hands, nor can he control how much medicine the doctors prescribe."





The evidence in these documents was too obvious. Everyone said that they were it was Sun Lin who introduced the pharmaceutical representatives, and everyone said that only Sun Lin knew these people.





The first question the police asked him today was about his usual relationship with Sun Lin and whether, as Sun Lin's mentor, he knew about Sun Lin's usual social circle.





Those people, clearly all involved in the same wrongdoing, yet when problems arose, they all picked the easiest one to bully and took the blame.





It was too dirty.





The three police officers didn't immediately speak, and they looked at each other again.





"I heard from Zhou Xian that this building is all yours?" Officer A finally spoke.





It’s no longer a question of procedure.





"My parents were among the first to invest in real estate," Cheng Liang replied. "They also have a homestead in the suburbs of Lucheng. In the past twenty years, the money earned from demolition and real estate speculation has made five buildings like this in Lucheng alone, not including those in other cities."





"I'm an only child," Cheng Liang continued. "I don't have any major expenses usually, so with my current financial situation, the amount of money involved in pharmaceutical kickbacks doesn't interest me much."





Cheng Liang looked at the police officers: "There's no conflict of interest, you can ask me anything."





Officer A smiled: "What about Director Lin? There’s no conflict of interest between you and him either?"





Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow: "Let’s not talk about the fact that Old Lin's wife's family is much wealthier than mine, just considering Director Lin's current medical status, the things I look down on, can Director Lin even look at?"





"Your department only has one director and one deputy director. The only people who have the decision-making power are these two people." Officer A paused for a moment. "I heard from other doctors that you usually have a normal relationship with Deputy Director Li."





"You only have two suspects in total, and a fifty percent probability shouldn't lead to any mistakes," Cheng Liang frowned. "Or did you find that the people with decision-making power aren't limited to just our Hepatobiliary Surgery Department?"





The police officers all laughed at this.





They liked honest, straightforward, and fearless individuals like him.





There were actually quite a few doctors like Cheng Liang at the affiliated hospital, one being Director Lin, another being Zhou Xian, and now Cheng Liang, who was perhaps the most arrogant among this kind of fearless people.





"Tell us what you know," the police officers relaxed and picked up the disposable cups Cheng Liang had provided, taking a sip.





Mineral water, still at room temperature.





Cheng Liang was not polite either. He stretched out his hand to the police officers: "Pen, please. I'll write down the names of doctors I've seen involved in this kind of activity."





The police officers silently handed him a pen, not bothering to ask why they had to provide a pen even in his own home.





Doctors at this hospital were notorious for pilfering pens.





Every time they went to investigate a case, they found that the pens they carried with them would disappear at some point.





Cheng Liang took the pen from the police officer and went to the study to fetch a sheet of printing paper. He drew a table with great skill.





"This column is for those who approached me privately about this," Cheng Liang explained, "and this column is for those I've personally witnessed."





There weren't many people, just a dozen or so.





However, there were really not many doctors who could provide such detailed information and directly write their names.





Either they were exceptionally clean or crazy enough.





The police officers thought that Cheng Liang should be both.





"Thank you," Officer A thanked him formally before leaving. "If there are any further developments in the investigation, we'll continue to contact you."





Cheng Liang replied: "If it can be done over the phone, there's no need to come in person."





It would scare the tenants.





Officer A chuckled. Before walking out of the room, he took another look at the house, "How much is the rent here? Do you have any vacancies?"





"You want to rent?" Cheng Liang became interested.





"My building is full, but you can go here. It's also near the subway station and in a comfortable location." Cheng Liang had a box of business cards tucked in the hallway, and he pulled out one. "If you want to rent, I can give you a seventy percent discount."





The police officer, who initially just wanted to ask, suddenly became interested: "You can give a twenty percent off?"





He knew this community. The location was really good. It was only a few subway stops away from the Public Security Bureau.





"En." Cheng Liang took out his phone and scanned a QR code of a real estate agent for the police officer. "This neighborhood has had some burglaries lately. It'd be perfect for you to live there."





Officer A: "......You probably don't have many friends."





Cheng Liang grinned proudly, his tear mole shining: "Yeah!"

















***

















Sheng Xia was actually very nervous about today's interview.





After Cheng Liang broadened her thinking that day, she focused on the theme of doctors and patients, researched a lot, and also privately messaged many people on social media who were willing to talk to her about this topic. But the more stories she heard, the more panicked she became.





This was the topic she was most interested in.





But it wasn't a topic she could film well at her current level.





The humanity contained in this topic was too profound. Initially, she was eager to capture it with her camera just from the surface, but when she really touched it, she realized that she might not even be able to shoot its outline.





She was too young, too inexperienced.





She filled several pages of her notebook with questions, erased and edited them, and even took screenshots of all the questions and sent them to her mother, Sun Shuangyun. However, her mother, holding those questions, bombarded her with several of her own questions, leaving her speechless and unable to answer any of them.





"Xiao Fu'er ah..." Sun Shuangyun spoke earnestly, "although I've always been against you taking the path of documentaries, doing anything requires the same principle, you can't be greedy. You can't become fat in one bite."





"Human nature is a very complex thing. It's something that even people of our age can't explain clearly. It's not something you can ask with listing hundreds of questions."





"Your current lens can't express something so heavy. You should choose something that suits your personality better, something more specific."





"If you want to pursue the documentary path, first learn to express what you see and get, practice your basics skills, and then delve deeper into filming what you really want to capture."





Haste makes waste.





Her mother's thoughts were the same as hers. In fact, when she listed so many questions, she already had the answer in her heart.





No one would ask such detailed questions to an interviewee. If she really asked them one by one, Cheng Liang might lift his drooping eyelids, pick her up directly, and throw her out the door.





Having made up her mind, the next step was to clean up the aftermath.





She had told Cheng Liang that she wanted to make a documentary about him alone, and now she should also face Cheng Liang and explain it clearly.





Underneath her anxiety, she furrowed her brow again.





Cheng Liang... should be fine, right?





The police officers who came to find him looked very kind, and Tang Caixi also mentioned yesterday that she heard from Zhou Xian that their hospital had been in some trouble recently, and everyone in their department would be called in by the police for questioning.





But this questioning is taking quite a while.





She took out her phone, her thumb starting to rub against her index finger, over and over again.





Cheng Liang's WeChat message popped up almost the moment she opened his chat box. It was a quick message, not loud, but it made Sheng Xia startled.





Cheng Liang: I'm done here.





Sheng Xia: I'll come down right away.





Sheng Xia: Is it still the same café?





Sheng Xia: Actually, it's almost dinner time. Why don’t I treat you to dinner first, and then we can talk after?





Sheng Xia: Or, should I wait until after you've had dinner before we talk?





She was typing very quickly.





She was going to apologize for causing trouble for a busy person like Cheng Liang due to her momentary impulse. After apologizing, she would casually invite him to dinner, and her aftermath would be dealt with.





But her messages seemed too rushed. In addition to apology, there was also a trace of indescribable anxiety.





Subconsciously, she felt that whatever Cheng Liang and Zhou Xian talked about regarding the hospital's matter shouldn't have anything to do with him. So she just wanted to know if he was really okay.





Cheng Liang didn’t have the time to type, so he directly sent a voice message.





His voice carried a chuckle: You type so fast. Xiao Zhou said he'd come over to my place after work tonight. I'm afraid he'll pester me again if I go out. How about we have dinner together at my place tonight? I'll order takeout, and we can talk while we eat.





It sounded very relaxed.





Sheng Xia: Okay.





Cheng Liang continued in voice message: Then come down now, let’s have a quick bite and go through the questions you want to ask.





Sheng Xia: Okay.





Sheng Xia typed this last word very slowly, and after typing it, she added another line.





Sheng Xia: Are you okay?





This time, Cheng Liang responded with text: I'm fine.





An affirmative response.





That's good.





Sheng Xia smiled as she looked at her phone, and as she raised her head, she happened to catch sight of her reflection in the hallway mirror.





Joy spread to her eyebrows.





Even as she stepped out of the elevator, Sheng Xia was unusually humming a tune. Then, she froze.





There was someone else at Cheng Liang's door again.





But this time, they weren't in uniform. It was a middle-aged man, and Sheng Xia felt that he looked familiar.





Cheng Liang simply looked at the visitor with indifference and called out, "Deputy Director Li."
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    Chapter 21



    



    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    Deputy Director Li's features were actually more imposing than Director Lin's, but he often had a smile on his face, and he smiled more than he looked stern, so most people in the hospital thought that Deputy Director Li was a very good-tempered old man.



    



    Of course, Cheng Liang was not among those people.



    



    The relationship between Cheng Liang and Deputy Director Li had always been lukewarm. They did not interfere with each other, and once they owed each other a favor, they would immediately return it. It was just a nodding acquaintance.



    



    Neither had any intention of causing trouble for the other, so they got along very peacefully.



    



    Cheng Liang could guess Deputy Director Li's purpose, but he was surprised that he was already at the end of his rope to the point of seeking him out.



    



    "I... have plans with a friend." Cheng Liang looked at Sheng Xia, his tone still polite.



    



    He really didn't want to entertain Deputy Director Li. It was useless to find anyone for this matter. If you did something, you had to be prepared to be found out.



    



    ......



    



    Since Cheng Liang had another visitor at his door, Sheng Xia, who had just planned to retreat into the elevator to continue waiting, paused and poked her head out halfway.



    



    Deputy Director Li also turned to look at Sheng Xia, his expression was slightly ugly, as he emphasized: "Just give me ten minutes."



    



    With everything falling apart, he had already eaten more embarrassing closed doors in the past few days, and he had long since given up on this old face.



    



    "You go in first and wait for me," Cheng Liang told Sheng Xia. "I've already ordered takeout."



    



    To avoid chatting with Deputy Director Li for too long, his tone was overly familiar and eager.



    



    Sheng Xia was also very understanding, and in the face of such an awkward atmosphere, she smiled and stepped into the house.



    



    Deputy Director Li took another look at Sheng Xia and found her familiar.



    



    Cheng Liang shifted his stance, blocking Deputy Director Li's line of sight.



    



    Sheng Xia noticed this, so as soon as she entered the hallway, she quickly changed her shoes and disappeared into the inner room, leaving not even half a person behind.



    



    Cheng Liang was very satisfied. Because of this tacit understanding, the corners of his mouth couldn’t help but curl up.



    



    Only Deputy Director Li, whose expression was getting uglier and uglier, decided to put aside his old face and discuss matters right there at the doorstep.



    



    This is nothing, really. Deputy Director Li comforted himself. There was something wrong with this person, and even Director Lin had a hard time getting a cup of water from him.



    



    "I can't see Director Lin now either." Cheng Liang preempted Deputy Director Li's words. "If you're looking for him about your matter, it’s even less likely that you’ll be able to see him."



    



    "I heard the police just came to see you?" This question should be asked slowly while drinking tea in a quiet space.



    



    Now, it just became very awkward.



    



    "Did someone from the hospital tell you?" Cheng Liang countered.



    



    The police came on the front foot, and he came on the back foot. This news was quite well-informed.



    



    "What did you tell the police?" Deputy Director Li ignored Cheng Liang's question.



    



    Originally, he wanted to continue setting the atmosphere, but he found that there were mosquitoes in the corridor......



    



    Cheng Liang was very honest: "I told them everything I knew, and I also made a list of doctors for them."



    



    Deputy Director Li asked: "......What do you know?"



    



    This time, Cheng Liang didn't answer. He just looked at Deputy Director Li.



    



    Deputy Director Li was bitten by two mosquitoes as he stood in the empty corridor and was stared at all over by Cheng Liang.



    



    Forget about setting the atmosphere.



    



    "You, who usually don't meddle in anything, are quite proactive now." Deputy Director Li finally gave up on pretense, snorting coldly before dropping the act. "This matter has nothing to do with you. Just act like you always do and mind your own business. Let those who know when to speak do the talking. Suddenly sticking your nose into this at this time, it will be hard to hide your little thoughts from others. "



    



    Cheng Liang chuckled.



    



    Inside the house, Sheng Xia was pretending to be engrossed in her phone but was actually eavesdropping on Cheng Liang. She could imagine Cheng Liang's expression at this moment because of his light chuckle. He must be smiling, his eyes drooping, and very much looking down on everyone.



    



    He asked Deputy Director Li, "Your so-called 'knowing when to speak,' is just planning to pin everything on Sun Lin. A resident who can't even pass assessments. Can he carry such a big pot?"



    



    "As for my little thoughts," Cheng Liang chuckled again, "even I don't know what you can know."



    



    Cheng Liang took a half step forward. He was a head taller than Deputy Director Li, and with just that half step, he forced Deputy Director Li to look up at him.



    



    "We're all law-abiding citizens. It's the duty of a citizen to answer whatever questions the police ask."



    



    Deputy Director Li hadn't expected Cheng Liang to approach and say something so positive in a lowered voice. It took him a while to catch his breath before he replied, "Do you think you have no responsibility for this matter? Putting on such a big show with Lin and implicating so many colleagues, do you really think you'll get away with nothing?"



    



    "My responsibility?" Cheng Liang asked back, his voice very light, each word enunciated.



    



    Deputy Director Li sneered, looking at Cheng Liang. "Do you think when this hospital investigation concludes, there will be more people on your side or on mine?"



    



    Cheng Liang was silent.



    



    "You indeed have no qualms and fear nothing. You usually don't take sides, you don’t care about idle things, and you don't even bother with team-building activities," Deputy Director Li felt that he had the upper hand, and his voice became louder, and despite being in the corridor, he put on airs of a director. "But this is a hospital, a collective. No matter how good your skills are, can you complete an entire operation alone?"



    



    "It's good for young people to be fearless, but they shouldn't be too naive." Deputy Director Li's tone became more and more subdued. "Why do you think that surname Lin, after enduring for so many years, suddenly exploded? Do you really think it was a coincidence that he used your injury as an excuse? He's just taking advantage of your fearlessness!"



    



    The last sentence echoed in the corridor.



    



    Inside the house, Sheng Xia had completely given up pretending to look at her phone. She listened to Deputy Director Li reverse white and black, and listened to him become more and more self-righteous until it seemed he even convinced himself.



    



    She felt complex emotions and became even more curious about how Cheng Liang would respond to Deputy Director Li.



    



    She remembered that extremely awkward elevator ride, where Cheng Liang, upon hearing others gossip about himself, just lazily lifted his eyelids.



    



    His demeanor was exactly the same as now.



    



    "Is this how you brainwash those interns and residents?" Cheng Liang said, "A collective?"



    



    He seemed to finally burst out laughing, his tone low and full of mockery.



    



    "You got one thing wrong," he said. "Taking a side has a prerequisite, at least two people have to be on the same level."



    



    "You and me," Cheng Liang asked, "can you name one aspect where we're on the same level?"



    



    Deputy Director Li was stunned.



    



    "Even after being a deputy director for decades, you still can't get rid of the title 'deputy'. Do you really think it's because you’re unlucky that’s why you don’t have good relationships?"



    



    "Titles can indeed be achieved through years of service, and the relationships you've built up by pretending to be a good person might give you the illusion of having widespread support. But have you ever thought about why you're always just a deputy director?"



    



    Cheng Liang grinned. "Because you have no skills and reputation."



    



    "You!" Deputy Director Li was furious, like a weasel whose tail had been stepped on.



    



    "You came to me for two things." Cheng Liang returned to his lazy tone. "One, to see Director Lin, and two, to ask me what I told the police."



    



    "I can't help you with seeing Director Lin. You also know his temper. If he says he won't see you, it’s useless even if you try to pry open his door."



    



    "And I've already told you what I said to the police. I haven't seen you take any kickbacks with my own eyes, so your name isn't on that list. As for whether the police will find you based on that list, I tend to believe in their capabilities."



    



    "Ten minutes are up." Cheng Liang reminded Deputy Director Li. "You should leave."



    



    The takeout had also arrived, and the delivery man’s cute yellow helmet had appeared at the entrance of the corridor, wobbling.



    



    "Sooner or later, you'll fall flat on your face!" Deputy Director Li, like all frustrated villains, left in a huff, tossing out one last harsh remark.



    



    Only there were several mosquito bites on his hands, and as he walked away, his steps were a bit unsteady due to his rising blood pressure. The kind-hearted delivery man even helped him.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang, who had emerged victorious, showed no expression. He carried the takeaway bag into the living room and invited Sheng Xia to eat noodles. His attitude was very natural, and his emotions were indistinguishable.



    



    "You can't eat too greasy food yet," Doctor Cheng Liang was very strict with his patient. He went to the kitchen to fetch bowls and chopsticks. "I ordered you a light noodle dish."



    



    It was a noodle dish with greens and dried bamboo shoots, and the soup was white and almost oil-free. There weren't much noodles either. When it was served into the bowl, it was only half full.



    



    Compared to Cheng Liang's large bowl, which was nearly overflowing, Sheng Xia suspected that Cheng Liang had only ordered half a bowl for her.



    



    "Ask after you finish eating." Cheng Liang thought that Sheng Xia was looking at him for the documentary. He drank a few sips of soup from his bowl. "I didn't expect that so many people would come looking for me today."



    



    "...It’s okay." Sheng Xia, who was repeatedly reciting her apology, responded. She lowered her head and took a sip of the soup fist, then paused and lowered her head to take another sip.



    



    "...Is this from your hospital cafeteria?"



    



    When she was hospitalized, she often ordered this noodle before surgery. The bamboo shoots from the hospital cafeteria were inexplicably soft and glutinous.



    



    "You have a good taste." Cheng Liang praised, not denying it.



    



    "The hospital cafeteria offers delivery?" Sheng Xia was still surprised.



    



    "Just ask Xiao Zhou to pack it and give it to the delivery guy." Cheng Liang explained, adding, "I've been eating like this lately."



    



    It was nutritious, hygienic, and affordable, but it was a bit of a hassle for Xiao Zhou.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh."



    



    "If you want to eat, you can let me know." Cheng Liang had already slurped down half a bowl of noodles. "We can ask Xiao Zhou to help us buy it together."



    



    ......



    



    Sheng Xia silently lit a candle for Xiao Zhou in her heart.



    



    After lighting it, she remembered that she had gone back on her words and took the candle back to light it for herself.



    



    Cheng Liang obviously took the documentary to heart, otherwise he wouldn't have asked her to finish eating before talking.



    



    "Is it not good?" Cheng Liang realized Sheng Xia had only eaten a few noodles from her small bowl after he had finished half of his own. She looked absent-minded.



    



    "It’s good." Sheng Xia quickly lifted the bowl and drank two mouthfuls of soup, emphasizing, "I used to eat this dish often when I was hospitalized."



    



    Cheng Liang was aware of this, which was why he had ordered it today.



    



    "Take your time to ask later, don’t be pressured, I don’t eat people." Cheng Liang teased.



    



    He guessed that Sheng Xia might be nervous.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She couldn't eat anymore.



    



    Setting down the bowl in her hand, she lowered her head and took out her notebook filled with numerous questions. She raised both hands and handed it to Cheng Liang, who looked puzzled.



    



    "I'm sorry." The young girl’s face reddened. "I can’t film a documentary about doctors with my current abilities."



    



    "There are too many things I want to show, and it ended up being a mess. I didn’t have a clear focus and I couldn’t grasp the theme."



    



    "As a student, I’m too greedy."



    



    Her mother had always taught her that sincerity was the most important thing when apologizing.



    



    Sheng Xia had always been serious since she was little, so after apologizing sincerely, she looked up at Cheng Liang with her clear and bright eyes and held up her notebook.



    



    She handed him her messy homework and told him that she couldn't do this task for now.



    



    Then she said: "But I will definitely study hard, and one day I'll be able to make the documentary I want. When that time comes, I can still ask you to be the protagonist!"
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    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    Cheng Liang was stunned.



    



    The matter of filming a documentary, strictly speaking, was something he had coerced and tempted her into. He had impulsively offered to help, but Sheng Xia looked hesitant when he brought it up at that time, and he couldn't help but explode with anger, partly due to the lingering resentment from her not adding him on WeChat before. His behavior was a bit childish, but he had thick skin, and after hearing that Sheng Xia really planned to make him the protagonist of the documentary, he let the matter slide.



    



    So now that she was saying they couldn't shoot anymore, he had a right to be angry.



    



    But in this situation, who could be angry?



    



    "Why can't you film it all of a sudden?" Cheng Liang took Sheng Xia's notebook and felt his tone becoming unexpectedly gentle.



    



    ......



    



    Damn it.



    



    Sheng Xia pursed her lips and lowered her head, her ears burning red.



    



    "...You eat the noodles," Cheng Liang softened his tone even further. "If you can't film, then don't. You can always find something else."



    



    Sheng Xia's notebook was really packed with numerous questions.



    



    He had seen her handwriting when she was hospitalized before. It was sharp and full of vigor, yet surprisingly neat. What was rare was that she didn’t write sloppily. Even though the notebook was densely packed with questions, it didn’t look messy.



    



    She must have really struggled for a long time. The questions were marked with annotations, and those annotation were marked with subsequent annotations, like a set of matryoshka dolls. There were even different colored pens that made the pages colorful.



    



    She must have been genuinely conflicted for a long time. These densely packed questions were very scattered, and it seemed like she had found them from various sources. Maybe that was why she seemed somewhat uncertain in her annotations.



    



    Cheng Liang looked up at Sheng Xia.



    



    He told her to eat first, and although her neck was red, she really obediently lowered her head and ate her noodles seriously.



    



    However, her eating preferences were clear. She picked all the dried bamboo shoots before she started eating the noodles, while the shredded meat was pushed aside, none of them were eaten.



    



    She must still be ashamed, so she lowered her head and didn’t dare to look at him.



    



    It inexplicably made people want to tease her.



    



    "I entered medical school because my college entrance exam scores were good. I figured I'd have eight years studying for a doctorate in medicine, and I didn’t have to think about what I wanted to do in the future." Cheng Liang suddenly spoke up after Sheng Xia had finished eating her noodles.



    



    Sheng Xia was still bowing her head, planning to scoop out the remaining pieces of dried bamboo shoots from the soup—she was still feeling ashamed and didn't want to look up for the time being.



    



    But Cheng Liang's words startled her so much that the bits of bamboo shoot she had been trying to retrieve for a long time floated back down to the bottom of the bowl.



    



    "Huh?" She knew she must look very silly right now.



    



    Why did he suddenly mention this?



    



    "After the college entrance exam results came out, the first thing everyone asked me when they saw me was which school I planned to apply to. My homeroom teacher even came to my house several times, and I got tired of being asked, so I just picked a school that met the cutoff score." Cheng Liang's eyes drooped. "Oh, I forgot to mention, my college entrance exam score was the second highest in the whole school."



    



    Top ten in the province.



    



    The first was his deskmate.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "Later, after I entered medical school, I met the current Old Lin when I just started my internship." Cheng Liang smiled. "He's the Director Lin who led the ward rounds every day when you were hospitalized."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh."



    



    "At first, Old Lin didn't like me at all. He would always pick on me whenever he saw me, and I got fed up with being targeted by him, so I started taking things seriously."



    



    "Then I ended up being Old Lin's resident, and I couldn't escape his clutches even during rotations. I got scolded by him all the way through."



    



    "After finishing my residency, I stayed in the hospital."



    



    "I chose hepatobiliary surgery because Old Lin is the director of the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department."



    



    After finishing speaking, Cheng Liang lowered his head again and flipped through the notebook again.



    



    "As for how doctors balance work and private life..."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She realized halfway through that Cheng Liang was answering the questions in her notebook...



    



    But...



    



    She wasn't proceeding with the documentary anymore...



    



    But...



    



    Why was she still listening to him so engrossedly even though she wasn’t filming anymore?



    



    "I don't have much of a private life," Cheng Liang sighed. "The hospital is just a few minutes away from here, and the house is usually cleaned by a, so for me, it's just a change of place to sleep."



    



    "But I do have a washing machine at home."



    



    "I enjoy doing laundry, and I even invested in a self-service laundromat." Cheng Liang continued. "It doesn't make much money, but whenever I’m really upset, I go to the laundromat to watch the washing machines wash clothes."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Everyone has their quirks. She likes Optimus Prime too! So she had no right to laugh at him.



    



    Cheng Liang finished answering this question and then lowered his head to flip through the notebook. The notebook was filled with densely packed notes, making it difficult for him to find the questions. He furrowed his brows slightly, looking somewhat serious.



    



    "Here's another question," he selected a question that Sheng Xia had marked with the most colors. "Will I regret becoming a doctor?"



    



    Sheng Xia looked at him with sparkling eyes.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled.



    



    At first, he just wanted to tease her, but her attentive attitude made him involuntarily say a few more words, more than he usually said in an interview, making himself sound rather self-absorbed.



    



    "I didn't become a doctor out of some noble ideals, so there's no question of regret."



    



    With his personality, he probably would have the same attitude no matter what profession he had. After finishing his duties, he can't be bothered to take a second look at anything else.



    



    Speaking of which, there really isn't much worth filming about him.



    



    There's no story at all.



    



    "Alright." He put the notebook on the table, suddenly losing interest in teasing her. "The questions in your notebook are indeed all over the place. If you can't film this, choose another topic."



    



    Anyway, there's a plethora of documentary topics to choose from.



    



    But when he raised his head, he was stumped again.



    



    Sheng Xia had somehow produced another notebook and was holding a... penguin pen, looking at him with bright eyes.



    



    "...Didn't you say we're not filming anymore?" He was stunned by this sight, not knowing whether he should be curious about where she hid this notebook or focus on her penguin pen.



    



    It was indeed a penguin. When the penguin pen cap was opened, the black and round pen was actually retractable, and it could extend like a turtle’s neck to become a long pen.



    



    The problem was that there was also half a penguin head on this long pen, which would sway back and forth with Sheng Xia's movements.



    



    Cheng Liang subconsciously avoided Sheng Xia's bright eyes.



    



    "Interviews can also be practiced," Sheng Xia replied.



    



    Cheng Liang was the one who started the Q&A, and his answers were also what Sheng Xia was interested in, so she simply took out a paper and pen to start jotting down notes.



    



    She thought that Cheng Liang might want to film a documentary just to have someone to talk to.



    



    Being a doctor is too demanding, with no personal life, and they wouldn’t have patients pestering them with such trivial questions. After accumulating for a long time, there's always a need for an outlet.



    



    She could be a very qualified listener.



    



    "You don't have to answer every question. Just pick the ones that interest you," Sheng Xia flipped open the notebook in front of Cheng Liang again.



    



    The girl who was blushing just a few minutes ago had found a new direction. The soup had not even completely cooled down yet, but her eyes were now bright and full of enthusiasm.



    



    It seemed like no negative emotions could affect her. It was the same when she was hospitalized, and it's still the same now.



    



    She always manages to find the positive aspects.



    



    "Tell me about yourself." Cheng Liang refused to open that densely packed notebook again.



    



    Sheng Xia's questions were heartfelt, and many of them were quite poignant. Among the questions she had listed, there were probably only a few that could be discussed in this atmosphere, similar to the ones he had just answered.



    



    "Me?" Sheng Xia was a little confused, and the half-penguin head in her hand shook.



    



    "Why do you like to make documentaries?" Cheng Liang asked casually.



    



    As a courtesy, he had already answered her three questions,



    



    Even though he was the one who chose to answer them.



    



    "My dad is a war correspondent and my mom is a war photographer," Sheng Xia answered. "When I was little, they went to many places I've never heard of. Back then, the internet wasn't as developed, and the places they went to didn't have good communication. So when I missed them, the only way to know about those places was to watch documentaries about them."



    



    "As I watched, I fell in love with them."



    



    "Documentaries are very real. Most of them don't have scripts, and they show the real world. I like things that are real."



    



    So she slowly fell in love with documentaries, the more she learned, the more fascinated she became, and eventually, it became her dream.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't say anything.



    



    This question was indeed not difficult for someone like Sheng Xia to answer. Unlike him, who had no dream, Sheng Xia's answer had depth but was also down-to-earth, making it easy to move people.



    



    Moreover, he liked watching documentaries for the same reason as Sheng Xia.



    



    Documentaries are real.



    



    Sheng Xia is also real.



    



    "Do you plan to continue making documentaries after you graduate from graduate school?" He asked again.



    



    "Yes!" Sheng Xia nodded without hesitation.



    



    Her dream is her lifelong career.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled and didn't ask any more questions.



    



    He knew, what he lacked was Sheng Xia's unequivocal and decisive "yes".



    



    He didn't have anything like that, so he couldn't muster up interest in anything. Therefore, anything that involved unequal give and take would make him feel annoyed.



    



    This girl could really make him feel insignificant every time he met her.



    



    "What does it feel like to find your dream?" he asked.



    



    This wasn't the first time he had asked her a silly question. After the gem of "Do you discriminate against rich people?", no question he asked would seem too strange.



    



    Sheng Xia: "My dream... you didn't need to search for it..."



    



    She had it since she was little.



    



    People always need to have a goal before they can walk forward, right......?



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Fine, he brought this upon himself. He didn't want to give her food anymore!



    



    "I’m taking this away after you finish eating." He stood up and decided to take away Sheng Xia’s finished noodles.



    



    There were still bits of bamboo shoots left in the bowl, and he wouldn't let her eat them.



    



    He didn't even bother with Sheng Xia, who was staring at him while holding a half-penguin head. He took the two bowls and poured the leftover food into the trash can, then casually threw them into the dishwasher.



    



    "You..." Sheng Xia held the half-penguin head, trying to say something, but couldn't find the words for a long time.



    



    She wasn't stupid. On the contrary, she was very perceptive.



    



    Cheng Liang suddenly lost interest because the way he and she felt about the word "dream" was worlds apart.



    



    He became a doctor because he was pushed into it, and as he said, there were no noble ideals.



    



    While she had a firm goal. Even if her parents didn't approve, even if she didn't know anything now, once she set her mind to something, she would definitely see it through to the end.



    



    Sheng Xia watched Cheng Liang’s back as he competed with the dishwasher in the kitchen, Sheng Xia hesitated for a moment and said, "If you like to do laundry, wouldn't it be better to set your goal on opening a laundromat?"



    



    She was very serious: "For example, opening the largest chain of self-service laundromats in China..."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    At this moment, the doorbell rang, It rang once, followed by Xiao Zhou's muttering: "Why didn't you close the door? Aren't you afraid of mosquitoes?"



    



    Cheng Liang and Sheng Xia turned their heads simultaneously.



    



    Standing at the door was Xiao Zhou, with Tang Caixi peeking out behind him.



    



    "Hi!" Tang Caixi greeted, "Zhou Xian told me you were questioned by the police this afternoon. He asked me to come and see if there’s anything I can help you with."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    The atmosphere was off.



    



    Even someone like Xiao Zhou, who didn't care about the atmosphere at all, could sense that the topic of conversation between these two people in the living room just now was quite strange.



    



    After all, Cheng Liang's face was all different colors.



    



    Since that was the case.



    



    Xiao Zhou shrugged.



    



    Then let's make it even stranger. He enjoyed adding fuel to the fire.



    



    "Director Lin had taken a leave of absence without pay." Xiao Zhou said his reason for coming today without even stepping into the entrance. "This afternoon, Deputy Director Li went to the hospital and made a big fuss for some reason. Director Lin also went, and the hospital issued a notice before the end of the day."



    



    Cheng Liang: "Okay."



    



    Anyway, he was going to open a laundromat, the kind that would be a nationwide chain.



    



    Xiao Zhou, who was adding fuel to the fire: "............"



    



    Tang Caixi, who was standing behind Xiao Zhou: Wow, wow, wow, what, what, what?
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    Too annoying.



    



    Landlord Cheng Liang thought to himself.



    



    This whole day, the visitors to his house were almost as many as the total number of visitors he had over the past few years combined.



    



    And Xiao Zhou was quite clever. He came and brought a bunch of takeout, including porridge, rice, and steamed buns, all packed from the cafeteria. The amount looked like it was meant for four people to eat together, and he even casually invited everyone to the dining table.



    



    "Since you're all here," he said.



    



    What's even more interesting is Tang Caixi, who came together with Xiao Zhou. She actually brought drinks and fruits, obviously intending to have a meal together.



    



    Their cooperation was so tacit that Cheng Liang couldn't help but ask: "Are you two very familiar with each other?"



    



    Tang Caixi didn't deny it: "Familiar. I used to pursue him."



    



    Zhou Xian added: "It was this week, for two and a half days."



    



    Sheng Xia finally concluded: "It's actually been quite a while."



    



    Tang Caixi's latest target is a programmer from an internet company opposite her law firm. She said she liked the glasses the programmer wore.



    



    Zhou Xian’s time was really quite long. Altogether, it's been almost a week, and the two of them have become friends through their interactions.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He inexplicably felt a sense of being left out.



    



    "What were you guys talking about just now?" Tang Caixi naturally washed her hands, sat down, took a meat bun, and leaned closer to Sheng Xia to ask, "Did he get mad at you for not filming the documentary?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......" Whispering so loudly, should he pretend he didn't hear?



    



    Sheng Xia also replied in a small voice: "He's not mad. We were talking about something else."



    



    Zhou Xian was curious: "About what?"



    



    Cheng Liang’s face was expressionless: "About how documentaries are her dream."



    



    The final conclusion was that he should open a nationwide chain of laundromats.



    



    Tang Caixi held it in for half a second, but she couldn’t help but burst out laughing: "Why would you make yourself uncomfortable like that?"



    



    Talking to Sheng Xia about life dreams was really a form of self-torture.



    



    How many people in this world could know clearly what they want, know clearly how to strive for it, and truly have the self-discipline to do it step by step, like Sheng Xia?



    



    They were all ordinary people.



    



    "I never dare to talk to her about these serious things. Every time we talk, I get beaten up emotionally." Tang Caixi could understand Cheng Liang's feelings very well. "Anyway, I chose to be a lawyer not because of an overwhelming sense of justice. It was simply the best choice I could make after my exam scores came out, which was to major in law."



    



    Then it was just studying, graduating, and interning all the way.



    



    Zhou Xian raised his hand: "I became a doctor not because of lofty ideals either. Mainly because everyone in my family is a doctor. My parents said that if I became a doctor, I wouldn't have to worry about work, and the whole family would look neat."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Three to one, a room full of salted fish.



    



    Cheng Liang's thoughts about opening a chain of laundromats had been dragged back.



    



    His pain lay in the fact that he always had someone like Sheng Xia around him. First, it was his deskmate, and now it was Director Lin.



    



    Such a person could see what he lacked at a glance.



    



    They could tell that his heart was not there, and that he didn't really want to be a salted fish.



    



    He was feeling uncomfortable.



    



    So when he saw Sheng Xia staring at the table full of steamed buns and meat buns, he picked a small vegetable bun from the middle and handed it to her.



    



    Those who don't have a gallbladder should eat less!



    



    "But I really didn't expect Dr. Cheng to be so interested in documentaries," Tang Caixi was a person who couldn't stay quiet, and she quickly had a new topic.



    



    "Senior doesn't like things with scripts, so he usually likes watching documentaries and live streams." Zhou Xian answered this question for Cheng Liang, "There was a journalist interview before, and the hospital had prepared all the answers in advance for Senior to make an appearance, but he made up an excuse and left."



    



    And then he was chased by Director Lin down the street.



    



    Surprisingly, Sheng Xia's reason for liking documentaries was the same as his, and Sheng Xia, who was munching on her vegetable bun like a little hamster, glanced at Cheng Liang a few more times.



    



    Cheng Liang was focused on eating his meat bun...



    



    He clearly ate such a large bowl of noodles just now.



    



    Doctors like them really don't live healthily.



    



    "What about you?" Tang Caixi asked Zhou Xian.



    



    "I don't like documentaries. I'm here mainly to kiss ass." Zhou Xian was very straightforward, looking at Cheng Liang, "There may be personnel changes at our hospital, and Senior might end up being my boss."



    



    Although he was simple-minded, he wasn't stupid. No matter how calm Cheng Liang was, he would not be able to smile when he heard that Director Lin had been suspended without pay.



    



    Director Lin must have a trick up his sleeve.



    



    If Director Lin wins, Cheng Liang will definitely rise with the tide.



    



    If Cheng Liang is a dog, he can also become an egg.



    



    Cheng Liang, who had been sitting without saying a word, rewarded this egg with a meat bun.



    



    Finally, he's coming around.



    



    Xiao Zhou took it with hands in cooperation. Cheng Liang glanced at Sheng Xia amidst the laughter.



    



    This girl was still nibbling on that vegetable bun, looking completely uninterested in the steamed meat buns on the table.



    



    This made him even more disgruntled.



    



    "But the documentary scene shouldn’t be too good right now." He started to pick on her again.



    



    He felt childish, even to himself, like he might have regressed to high school.



    



    He wasn't usually like this.



    



    So he glared at Zhou Xian, making him swallow the disdain in his eyes.



    



    What happened to kissing ass!



    



    "It's a lot better." Sheng Xia was very interested in this topic. "Especially with the rise of new media in recent years, there are more display channels and more people joining in. Although the mainstream is still the custom market, there are very few that rely on advertising sales to make a profit. But compared to ten or twenty years ago, this is already a very good era."



    



    As always, the moment she opened her mouth, she was very optimistic.



    



    Tang Caixi, with a meat bun in her mouth, raised her eyebrows at Cheng Liang, feeling somewhat proud of her little daughter's awesomeness.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    With more people, it was easy to overeat. The things Zhou Xian brought back in those two big bags were quickly divided among the four people as they chatted and ate. Zhou Xian conscientiously stood up to put away the leftovers in the refrigerator, and the conversation moved to the living room.



    



    Tang Caixi ran upstairs to get the tea set from her house and arranged it neatly in Cheng Liang's living room.



    



    "Your house is the biggest," Tang Caixi took the initiative to explain before Cheng Liang could ask.



    



    "I'm off tomorrow," Zhou Xian added.



    



    Landlord Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    "The law firm I'm interning at now is the law firm that cooperates the most hospitals in the entire Lucheng." After eating and drinking her fill, Tang Caixi started talking about business. "If you need help with your hospital’s affair, you can find my leader."



    



    She took out a business card: "My leader is in charge of medical malpractice cases, and he has a very high winning rate. You'll get a discount if you present this business card and say my name."



    



    Then she took out another business card: "This is my business card. When my internship ends and I'm officially licensed, I can also help you. My fees will definitely be cheaper than my leader's."



    



    She was very straightforward in pulling business, so Cheng Liang and Zhou Xian also took out their doctor's business cards.



    



    Tang Caixi smiled and neatly put away the two doctors' business cards, sighing: "This building of ours is full of crouching tigers and hidden dragons. There are both doctors and lawyers, which are the professions that modern people can’t live without."



    



    Although there was only one intern, one resident, and one attending hepatobiliary surgeon with a fractured clavicle.



    



    And there was also Sheng Xia, who took out her phone and started taking photos as soon as they exchanged business cards.



    



    "Just documenting." Sheng Xia smiled behind the camera.



    



    "Aren't you going to be in the shot?" Tang Caixi looked at the camera and asked, "Maybe you’ll become a famous documentary director in the future, you can use this scene when filming your biography."



    



    "By then, we'll all become industry big shots, and this historic moment will definitely be played back repeatedly," Tang Cai Xi began to fantasize happily.



    



    "I don't need to be in the shot. I'll just be behind the camera filming you guys for the rest of my life." Sheng Xia's voice also carried a smile.



    



    Documenting her close friend's journey from intern to a big shot in the industry, documenting these two speechless men as they become Director Zhou and Professor Cheng whom would speak of.



    



    The significance of the documentary lies in recording.



    



    Even though she said that wouldn’t appear in the camera, she was still caught by Tang Caixi and was brought in front of the lens, forcing her to show a big smile.



    



    Even though their flower tea tasted like it had gone stale.



    



    Even though Tang Caixi, who said that she wouldn't chase Zhou Xian anymore, started asking him questions sneakily, turning Landlord Cheng Liang's home into a café.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    "How is Aunt Liu?" Sheng Xia asked Cheng Liang beside her.



    



    Tang Caixi and Zhou Xian had already huddled in the corner, whispering to each other, treating them as if they didn't exist. Sheng Xia looked at Cheng Liang, who was drinking tea and swiping his phone on the side, and asked a question she had been wanting to ask.



    



    Did the surgery go well for that gossip aunt, whose face was blackened and looked sickly but was always smiling?



    



    "The surgery went well." Cheng Liang replied. He was obviously in a good mood. "Old Lin was in charge of the surgery. After that, she stayed in the ICU for half a month and should be transferred to a regular ward now."



    



    "Will she get better?" Sheng Xia asked.



    



    "She should." Cheng Liang said. "But she can't work too hard in the future. She needs someone to take care of her."



    



    But she had also sold her house and emptied her savings for medical expenses.



    



    According to the gossip of those nurses, she had also gotten divorced. After being discharged from the hospital, she would be alone, with no house, no money, and still dragging around half a sick body.



    



    Sheng Xia tilted her head: "That's good then."



    



    She said, smiling.



    



    "Aunt Liu is very strong. She fought hard to save her life, and her life will definitely get better in the future," she added.



    



    In her heart, Aunt Liu was not just the neighborhood’s neighbor. She possessed an accumulated wisdom from a lifetime of gossip and the desire to live.



    



    So, things will get better.



    



    Cheng Liang unwrapped a lollipop and put it in his mouth, saying nothing.



    



    Sheng Xia glanced at him.



    



    The teardrop mole under his eyes was warm brown under the light, tiny and nestled in the corner of his eye.



    



    Now that he was relaxed, the mole looked pleasant too. Unlike when he was angry, that tiny mole could instantly give his world-weary face full of lethality.



    



    It was a shame not to film him.



    



    "When I learn more and really know how to use the camera and figure out the theme clearly, can I invite you to film a documentary again?" Sheng Xia asked again.



    



    Cheng Liang tilted his head to look at her: "What to shoot about me?"



    



    He was very indifferent to the point of having no conviction, an ordinary doctor who happened to have money, so he didn't even have the basic desire to earn money.



    



    "Here," Sheng Xia pointed to his heart, "there's a sense of anger."



    



    Cheng Liang was stunned.



    



    "You have anger towards life." Sheng Xia said more clearly, "It's not indifference, not numbness, not compassion, not love, but anger."



    



    "It makes people feel very alive," Sheng Xia lowered her head, the last sentence was so light that it was almost inaudible, "and very moving."



    



    The lollipop stick in Cheng Liang's mouth snapped, the broken wooden stick pricking his tongue, making him hiss.



    



    The other two people in the living room had already blended into the background. In the stinging pain, he only saw Sheng Xia beside him.



    



    She still looked upright, as if the sentence she had just said was the central idea of some lesson in a high school Chinese textbook.



    



    And he, his tongue was so numb that he wanted to chase those two lunatics out of the room, and then grab Sheng Xia and ask her, where did she see it from?



    



    He was just a salted fish.



    



    But now, he had become a moving person with anger towards life.



    



    Cheng Liang randomly grabbed a few lollipops from the coffee table and threw them into Sheng Xia's hands.



    



    "Eat." He said generously, hiding the tongue that should have been bleeding by now.

  
    Chapter 24



    



    Sheng Xia



    



    



    



    That evening, with ideals as the topic of conversation, they chatted far and wide about many things.



    



    As the conversation went on, Zhou Xian, who claimed to be buttering up Cheng Liang, opened Cheng Liang's fridge. Except for Sheng Xia, everyone had a can of beer in hand.



    



    Of course, Sheng Xia also had a bottle, but it was a bottle of soy milk with half a month left until its expiration that Cheng Liang had dug out from his cupboards — apparently it was a leftover from a takeout order.



    



    Without no snacks to go with the drinks, the conversation was quite boring. However, no one suggested leaving, and Cheng Liang, their landlord, who didn't seem particularly welcoming, didn’t really kick them out either.



    



    The topic went from discussing medical disputes to legal aid, and then circled back around to Sheng Xia's documentary.



    



    It was only then that Cheng Liang finally understood why Sheng Xia wanted to make a documentary film—originally, as a newly admitted graduate student, she didn't really need to participate in this competition. However, because her parents didn't approve of her pursuing a career in documentary filmmaking, she made a bet with them: if she could win an award in this documentary competition, her parents would no longer mention their disapproval again.



    



    So, although it was a small competition, it was very important for Sheng Xia.



    



    "Are there any other alternative topics?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    They had already discussed quite a few topics earlier, but Sheng Xia had registered for the competition rather late, so the more mainstream topics had already been taken by others. The remaining ones required filming and editing skills, which weren't suitable for a complete novice like Sheng Xia.



    



    The successive rejections started to dampen even the enthusiasm of someone as enthusiastic as Tang Caixi, but Sheng Xia, the person involved, still looked spirited.



    



    "I have one more." Sure enough, Sheng Xia was indeed one to never give up.



    



    Tang Caixi, with the tacit understanding cultivated over years as Sheng Xia’s best friend, saw the corners of Sheng Xia's mouth curved up and felt her scalp tingle.



    



    "Actually, this was the first topic I thought of, but Xixi said it was too anti-human. If I used this kind of topic for my first work, it would narrow my path," Sheng Xia continued.



    



    "What is it?" Cheng Liang became interested.



    



    "About eating late-night snacks." Sheng Xia replied, her eyes sparkling again. "The title of the documentary is 'Late-Night Snacks Will Kill You.'"



    



    Tang Caixi let out a wail and covered her face.



    



    Zhou Xian: "......"



    



    Only Cheng Liang was very resilient and continued to ask, "......How will it kill you?"



    



    "Junk food, overeating, eating and then sleeping, plus going to late-night snack shops usually involves drinking, which then brings up alcoholic liver, staying up late, smoking, and other habits that are bad for health," Sheng Xia listed, counting on her fingers as she spoke.



    



    "How do you plan to film it?" Cheng Liang asked further.



    



    It was indeed an anti-human topic, but it was strangely in line with Sheng Xia's entire being, unlike the mainstream but vague topics she had mentioned before.



    



    "The main setting will be late-night snack shops," Sheng Xia leaned forward from her seat on the sofa, excited, she picked up her bottle of soy milk and took a big sip. "I'll start by filming the cooking process of various late-night snacks, calculate the ingredients and seasonings used, calculate the calories......"



    



    "It's not actually bad......" Tang Caixi tried to vouch for Sheng Xia. "This is also a topic that only students would have the opportunity to film. After entering the society, probably no one except health experts would commission or invest in this kind of documentary."



    



    This was also the reason she objected at first.



    



    This topic was too anti-market. It was very risky for Sheng Xia to use this topic as a stepping stone to enter the industry.



    



    Everyone knows that eating late-night snacks is not good, but adults hate to hear the harsh truth the most!



    



    But Sheng Xia wanted to film this topic.



    



    It was too obvious.



    



    Everyone could see it.



    



    "It's not bad indeed." Cheng Liang unexpectedly nodded, not seeming to be just placating her. "The idea is good, the topic is good, and it's feasible too. I think it's worth a try."



    



    Sheng Xia's sparkling eyes were almost outshining the crystal chandelier in his house.



    



    "As for alcoholic liver disease, I can also provide some professional advice," Cheng Liang added the icing on the cake.



    



    He breathed a sigh of relief.



    



    Ever since he had offered his first suggestion about the documentary, he had felt an inexplicable sense of responsibility. Now that the topic was settled, he could also let go of that responsibility.



    



    Moreover, it was truly fitting.



    



    At the very least, if this girl looked you straight in the eye and told you that eating late-night snacks would kill you, your first reaction definitely would not be wanting to punch her.



    



    Nowadays, there really weren't many girls with such aura.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    At ten o'clock in the evening, the gathering dispersed.



    



    Zhou Xian didn't leave immediately. Although he had previously joked about needing to flatter Cheng Liang, now that he had confirmed that Cheng Liang was also in the know, he felt he had to ask something before he could sleep soundly.



    



    With only the two men remaining, they opened two more cans of beer.



    



    They had originally wanted to order some snacks, but Sheng Xia's words "eating late-night snacks will kill you" had left a shadow in the hearts of the two men. Both of them looked at their phones before abandoning the thought of opening the food delivery app.



    



    "I need to get a solid answer," Zhou Xian said. "In Lucheng, only the Affiliated Hospital has no people from my family. If Dr. Lin can't keep his department this time, I may really have to change careers."



    



    His family had many descendants, with branches scattered far and wide.



    



    In a city as big as Lucheng, every hospital had one or two doctors who were relatives of his family.



    



    As the only resident doctor in his family, the unlucky one with the least experience in the industry, he would be lectured for half a day no matter which meal he attended. If he really went to work at those hospitals, he would die.



    



    He would rather open an omelet stand in the morning than work at a hospital where his relatives are.



    



    The Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University is his eternal home!



    



    "Nothing can be said for certain," Cheng Liang said after taking a big gulp of beer, "If things were certain, Old Lin wouldn't have avoided it first."



    



    Zhou Xian frowned.



    



    Cheng Liang looked disdainfully: "Why are you panicking? I've already told you, as long as you didn't do anything, neither the police nor the hospital will pin it on you."



    



    "After all, you're not exactly a prodigy either. Deputy Director Li's people are already too preoccupied fending for themselves, no one has time to bother with a resident like you."



    



    Zhou Xian's face didn't brighten up despite Cheng Liang's reassurance. After gulping down half a can of beer, he finally dared to speak his mind: "Deputy Director Li is my superior. I don't know if I've signed anything I shouldn't have, let alone prescribing medication..."



    



    He had witnessed the ugly spectacle of them putting all the blame on Sun Lin. Sun Lin wasn't some extraordinary talent either. He was just a resident doctor like him.



    



    Maybe he was a bit greedier, a bit poorer, and a bit more ambitious than him.



    



    He had been restless lately because of this.



    



    He hadn't done anything wrong, but he didn't know if he had inadvertently gotten involved in something he wasn't aware of.



    



    The pots that Deputy Director Li had placed on Sun Lin's head might not have all been things that Sun Lin had actually done.



    



    Cheng Liang lazily shook his head: "You haven't."



    



    Zhou Xian: "How do you know?! I don't even know how many things I've signed in these past two years!"



    



    Cheng Liang held up one finger: "Generally, for these kinds of signatures, there's a settlement afterward. If you haven't received a single cent, it means you haven't signed anything."



    



    Then he held up another finger: "Your family is all doctors. These people would prefer fewer people to know about this kind of thing. With your background, you're in their danger zone."



    



    Finally, he held up a third finger: "And most of the time, the things you sign need to go through me again. What you don't know, I know better."



    



    Zhou Xian was speechless.



    



    Cheng Liang gracefully put his hand down and took another sip of beer.



    



    A pity there were no snacks.



    



    "If you're too moved, you can give me money," Cheng Liang pushed away Zhou Xian, who was about to hug him, "I don't want to give you a discount on your rent."



    



    "Why?" The grateful Zhou Xian instantly changed his expression.



    



    Cheng Liang looked at him coldly.



    



    Feeling guilty, Zhou Xian shrunk back his raised neck.



    



    After thinking about it, he chuckled again.



    



    Cheng Liang kicked him with disdain.



    



    "But I couldn't figure out what she meant," Zhou Xian thought of Tang Caixi and frowned again after laughing, "At first, she said she was pursuing me, but then there was nothing after that."



    



    "Later she told me she's not pursuing me anymore, that she's interested in someone else."



    



    Zhou Xian resentfully raised his phone:  "She even blocked me from seeing her Moments on WeChat."



    



    Didn't she say she wanted to pursue him?!



    



    From beginning to end, he never felt like she was actually pursuing him!



    



    And did he need to be pursued?!



    



    He was so flustered after hearing her say she was going to chase him that he still couldn't bring himself to come back to his senses!



    



    And now she's saying she's pursuing someone else?!



    



    Cheng Liang, who also couldn't understand women, could only offer him another can of beer as consolation.



    



    "What about you?" Zhou Xian changed the subject.



    



    "What about me?" Cheng Liang asked back.



    



    "You and that Sheng Xia." Zhou Xian didn't let him feign ignorance, "I already felt something was off in the hospital. I've never heard of you giving your personal WeChat to a patient before, and before the surgery, you even specially checked the schedule and replaced the anesthesiologist who had more experience with that matter."



    



    "I'd still replace that anesthesiologist no matter which patient it was." Cheng Liang responded without hesitation.



    



    That guy was an alcoholic—it was only a matter of time before something happened. Cheng Liang never wanted to operate with him.



    



    Zhou Xian asked meaningfully: "And the WeChat?"



    



    Cheng Liang’s face did not change: "I gave it to her but didn't add her."



    



    He added: "I added her after becoming her landlord."



    



    "And the documentary?" Zhou Xian pursued relentlessly, "You have so much free time? Helping a tenant come up with documentary topics? This documentary is just a student's summer competition entry."



    



    Cheng Liang: "Hmm."



    



    Zhou Xian: "Hmm what?"



    



    "I think she's pretty good," Cheng Liang said.



    



    The smile on Zhou Xian's face gradually grew wider.



    



    "I just want to ask if she's interested in joining the party [1]," Cheng Liang continued, "I can write her a recommendation letter."



    



    [1] refers to a political party, like the Communist Party of China.



    



    Zhou Xian's smile froze.



    



    "But now that I think about it, with her level of ideological awareness, I probably don't need to bother," Cheng Liang concluded.



    



    Zhou Xian: "......I'm leaving."



    



    He shouldn't have conversations with someone like Cheng Liang. It's no wonder Director Lin developed high blood pressure after all these years—those rumors definitely didn't come from nowhere.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    At the same time, in Room 302 upstairs.



    



    "Let me make this clear first, if you decide to make a documentary about late-night snacks, remember to schedule it on days when I don't have to work overtime." Tang Caixi nagged on and on, "Otherwise, I'm afraid you'll get beaten up when you go to snack stalls alone in the middle of the night to film this kind of video."



    



    After all, the subject matter she planned to document had nothing to do with publicity.



    



    "Got it." Sheng Xia smiled.



    



    "In a good mood?" Tang Caixi teased her.



    



    She was still like a child. She could always tell at a glance whether Sheng Xia was happy or not. After the direction of the documentary was clear, her eyes and eyebrows were all smiles.



    



    "I think Dr. Cheng is really a good doctor," Sheng Xia said with a smile, mentioning the landlord downstairs.



    



    "When I can make good documentaries in the future, I definitely have to film one about him." Sheng Xia found a new direction to strive for.



    



    Tang Caixi was taken aback.



    



    Sheng Xia rarely mentioned an unrelated stranger so frequently. She had already praised Cheng Liang many times.



    



    At first, she thought he was handsome, then she felt he was different from others, and now she wanted to film about him alone.



    



    Tang Caixi watched as the happy Sheng Xia went into the bathroom to brush her teeth and wash her face, showing a smile of relief, like a parent seeing their daughter growing up.



    



    The moon peeked out from the layers of dark clouds, a waning crescent, winding and lingering.

  
    Chapter 25



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    The days off went by quickly. In the blink of an eye, a third of Cheng Liang's one-month vacation had already passed.



    



    Cheng Liang truly rested during his vacation, spending most of his time locked indoors and ordering takeout from the hospital cafeteria for all three meals. He basically didn’t answer calls or open doors for visitors.



    



    Once, Sheng Xia saw Deputy Director Li knocking on Cheng Liang's door while calling also calling his phone. Despite the phone ringing inside the room, Cheng Liang remained silent and didn’t open the door.



    



    If it weren't for different clothes being sun-dried sunroom on the first floor every day or for Xiao Zhou's angrily yelling out the window one early morning on a rest day: "I'm off today, can't you just cook a damn bowl of rice porridge yourself? Do you not have rice or pot in your place? How lazy can you be!", Sheng Xia would have thought that their elusive landlord had disappeared again.



    



    After that day, they rarely contacted each other.



    



    Once Sheng Xia confirmed the subject of her documentary, she began to be busy. It was difficult to get the cooperation of night snack stall owners with a topic like hers. She didn't want to deceive the owners and then make a mess of the final product, so she talked to owners all over Lucheng one by one. After being turned away countless times and receiving many cold stares, she finally managed to persuade several owners who didn't care what topic she filmed.



    



    Most of them were veteran stall owners who had been selling night snacks for years. When they heard that she was going to shoot this kind of topic, they just laughed and said, "Shoot whatever you want, I lose if your words can move people." They all shared the trait of being head chef themselves, carrying a street swagger, fond of cursing, but also fond of chatting.



    



    They rambled with Sheng Xia about everything under the sun. Sheng Xia said that eating late-night snacks was unhealthy, but the owners enthusiastically introduced her to various late-night snacks instead.



    



    Both sides were stubborn.



    



    But in the end, Sheng Xia always emerged victorious.



    



    She firmly believed that eating these greasy and fatty foods at night added burden to the stomach. People can have desires but indulging them is irresponsible to oneself.



    



    No matter how the owners threatened and coaxed, Sheng Xia stood firm as a mountain.



    



    As a result, the owners conceded and instructed their staff to let her film if they saw this girl coming with a camera, greet the customers, and not disturb them if the customers didn’t mind.



    



    Through these comings and goings, Sheng Xia came into contact with a world she had never experienced before. Amidst this atmosphere of smoke and fire, her curiosity grew even stronger, further solidifying her desire to make documentaries her lifelong pursuit, and spent more and more time going out.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    When Cheng Liang received a call from an unfamiliar number, it was almost eleven o'clock at night. He was reading a book while doing shoulder rehabilitation exercises. The rehabilitation was annoying, and the book was difficult to digest, so when he saw the unfamiliar number, he hung up directly.



    



    Half a minute later, his phone beeped with a text message.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned and picked up his phone again.



    



    "Dr. Cheng, sorry to bother you so late. This is Tang Caixi from Room 302. Could you please answer the phone?"



    



    Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow slightly.



    



    It had been a while since Room 302 last contacted him. Tang Caixi's business card was still in the cardholder in his study. He occasionally stumbled upon Sheng Xia's Moments on WeChat, all of which were photos taken at night snack stalls. It seemed that her documentary was in full swing.



    



    "I'll call you."



    



    The annoyed Cheng Liang sent this message and immediately dialed the unfamiliar number. It rang once and was connected.



    



    "Dr. Cheng," Tang Caixi's tone sounded guilty, "Sorry for bothering you so late."



    



    "It's okay, I'm not sleeping," Cheng Liang replied.



    



    That little brat Zhou Xian must have told Tang Caixi that he couldn't possibly be asleep so early.



    



    But he was too lazy to expose him.



    



    "It's like this," Tang Caixi cleared her throat, "I originally planned to accompany Sheng Xia to film her documentary today, but the company hasn't finished work yet."



    



    "I wanted to reschedule, but Sheng Xia said she finally made an appointment with the boss..." Tang Caixi used euphemistic language.



    



    In fact, Sheng Xia, this stubborn pig, was a total scheduling freak. Unless it rained red, she would never change her plans.



    



    "Where is she filming?" Cheng Liang asked, already putting down the book in his hand.



    



    "Yueqiong District." This was why Tang Caixi had to call Cheng Liang for help in the middle of the night. Yueqiong District was Lucheng’s area and the most chaotic part of the city. It was close to the provincial highway, and many long-haul truck drivers liked to stop there to save toll fees. There were rows of urban villages, where many women lived with neon lights of ambiguous colors.



    



    Sheng Xia was stubborn, saying that the night stalls would be full of people so there was no need to be afraid.



    



    She grew up with parents who went in and out of war zones every day, and when she said there was no need to be afraid, she really wasn't afraid, and there was no convincing her.



    



    Every time this happened, Tang Caixi couldn't help but feel that there was a wall between herself and Sheng Xia.



    



    "Sheng Xia had already talked to the boss. She'll be filming there for three hours." Because she needed Cheng Liang's help, Tang Caixi tried to explain the situation in detail. "Originally, I didn't need to do anything there. I just had to order some dishes, sit there with her, and help her check the equipment."



    



    "Dr. Cheng..." Tang Caixi clasped her hands together on the other end of the phone, "Can you help? It's just for one night, you don't have to do anything, and I'll reimburse you for whatever you order! I'll treat you to a meal later!"



    



    This kid had a good attitude, completely forgetting that he wasn't short of money at all.



    



    Cheng Liang had already stood up to put on his shoes by the entrance, but his tone remained calm: "Why come to me? Doesn't Sheng Xia have other friends?"



    



    Tang Caixi rattled on the other end: "Her college friends have all gone their separate ways. Even those who got into graduate school haven't started yet, and she hasn't even seen them."



    



    After her chatter, she suddenly had an epiphany: "And Sheng Xia really doesn't have a friend like you around her. Her classmates are even crazier than her. It's hard to find someone as steady as you who's also interested in documentaries."



    



    Cheng Liang gave an affirmative hum, satisfied: "Add me on WeChat, send me the address, I'll come over now."



    



    "Okay!" Tang Caixi straightened up, "I'll send it to you right away!"



    



    This Dr. Cheng was really just like Zhou Xian had described – he doesn’t respond to force but loves being flattered.



    



    "Thank you, Dr. Cheng!" Her voice was deafeningly loud, nearly making her boss rush out of the office to scold her.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Sheng Xia squatted in a corner near the entrance of the night stall, holding her equipment bag, trying not to block the customers coming and going.



    



    She had arranged to meet with the owner of this stall at half past eleven today, but she arrived early and had been squatting near the entrance getting eaten by mosquitoes for more than half an hour.



    



    This was a barbecue shop run by a middle-aged man with tattoos covering his entire arms, and he always had a cigarette in his mouth. Their specialty was freshly cut and skewered lamb meat. The owner stood in front of half lamb with a large knife in hand, cigarette dangling from his mouth, and cut the meat with a flourish.



    



    Sparks from the charcoal fire landed on his cigarette, and the huge boning knife made a whooshing sound as it chopped down on the fresh red lamb bones, the meat and bones spattered everywhere, creating a sense of stunning beauty.



    



    Sheng Xia liked this scene very much and planned to film it as the opening of her documentary.



    



    She squatted there, watching the customers come and go while thinking about her next steps, until a tall man stood in front of her.



    



    Sheng Xia looked up. She was at the entrance of the noisy night snack stall, with the greasy and blackened walls behind her and a charcoal grill beside her, emitting the smell of lamb oil and charcoal.



    



    The man was backlit, and it took Sheng Xia a moment to recognize him: "...Dr. Cheng?"



    



    She still didn't call him by his full name like she did with Zhou Xian.



    



    "Tang Caixi had to work overtime and asked me to come and help," Cheng Liang explained his reason for being there simply, then asked, "Did the owner kick you out?"



    



    She looked like a pitiful little beggar, just missing a broken bowl in front of her.



    



    "Got here too early," Sheng Xia looked at her watch, "Still a few minutes before the agreed time."



    



    Cheng Liang pushed open the door directly, "Let's go in first."



    



    The entrance was messy and dirty and full of mosquitoes.



    



    "It’s too crowded inside, we’ll disturb the boss’ business if we don't order anything and just go in." Sheng Xia's legs were numb from squatting for so long. She reached out to grab Cheng Liang's clothes to stop him from going in, but Cheng Liang moved too fast and her hand slipped down his arm and into his palm.



    



    Cheng Liang instinctively held onto it.



    



    Sheng Xia's hand was warm and soft, and the trail of her fingers sliding down his arm still lingered.



    



    Cheng Liang was stimulated and tightened his grip on Sheng Xia's hand. By the time he realized what he was doing, he regretted it, but also felt it would be too awkward to let go now.



    



    So the two of them stood there holding hands, one squatting and the other standing, blocking the entrance of the barbecue stall while staring at each other.



    



    At that moment, Sheng Xia had a rather ridiculous association.



    



    When she was little, she saw a very cute puppy on her way to school. Its round eyes looked innocent and harmless, so she couldn't help but squat down to pat its head.



    



    The outcome was predictable. The startled puppy growled and bit her hand, not too hard, just defensively holding it in its mouth. She was afraid that if she pulled her hand out, the puppy would really bite her, so she let her hand stay in the puppy's mouth.



    



    A human and a puppy stared at each other.



    



    It was exactly the same as now.



    



    "You two either come in or get out!" After being about a minute of blocking the entrance, the stall owner yelled as he waved his boning knife.



    



    Cheng Liang shuddered and quickly let go of Sheng Xia's hand, then went into the stall first.



    



    Sheng Xia, whose legs were numb from squatting, thought in a daze that the puppy had also let go because the owner had arrived.



    



    ......



    



    "Put the equipment you don’t use on that table. I'll go order us some food." Cheng Liang still looked calm, but the roots of his ears were a bit red, and the mole at the corner of his eye twitched as he spoke.



    



    "That table over there." Sheng Xia wanted to pull Cheng Liang again, but she stopped halfway through, and pointed instead, "That one won't block the aisle."



    



    Cheng Liang glanced back at her, didn't say anything, just picked up the things he had already placed on the empty table and put them on the table Sheng Xia pointed to.



    



    Cheng Liang ordered a lot of food.



    



    On the one hand, he was genuinely shocked and embarrassed just now, and on the other hand, watching the owner cutting and skewering meat right there in the transparent kitchen was very appetizing.



    



    After coming inside, Sheng Xia lowered her head and started tinkering with her camera, while Cheng Liang, at the ordering counter, asked: "Sheng Xia, what do you want to eat?"



    



    He rarely spoke loudly, and Sheng Xia felt a bit strange. She looked up blankly for half a second.



    



    "I won't eat." She shook her head and waved her hand.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't force her, and after exchanging a couple more words with the server, he took the order number and walked towards her through the crowd.



    



    "I thought you were going to tell me not to eat either." The awkwardness just now passed, and Cheng Liang returned to his usual languid demeanor.



    



    After all, her documentary subject was about how eating late-night snacks leads to death.



    



    "I've recently discovered that if I don’t let others eat night snacks, I might be the one who dies..." Sheng Xia muttered in a low voice, then stood up before the owner brought out the second lamb, "This meal is my treat, you eat first, I'll go busy myself."



    



    It was already eleven thirty.



    



    The boss was very punctual, and sure enough, he brought out a new whole lamb at this time.



    



    The atmosphere and lighting were just right, and Sheng Xia's eyes no longer held Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang used chopsticks to pick up peanuts, sitting in a corner watching Sheng Xia converse with the boss. The boss's burly figure and Sheng Xia's slender figure, enveloped in the wisps of charcoal smoke, became a living painting.



    



    Unexpectedly...



    



    The seemingly well-behaved Sheng Xia actually fit quite well into this scene. Holding her camera, her eyes focused on this noisy environment, she melded seamlessly into the smoke and fire.



    



    Cheng Liang leisurely picked up edamame beans with chopsticks, using the motions to rehab his finger dexterity.



    



    He didn't mind this midnight outing at all.



    



    When he heard that Sheng Xia had ventured to Yueqiong District in the middle of the night, he knew this trip was unavoidable. As for the reasons why, he didn't think too deeply, nor did he care to.



    



    He simply felt that this was more comfortable than staying at home.



    



    Around him, people were drinking and cheering with flushed faces, loudly playing drinking games, and a blind guitarist wandering from table to table while strumming popular tunes. Occasionally someone would request a song or cheer. All were very common scenes on a summer night yet hidden in a corner was a long-haired girl in a white t-shirt, holding a camera, capturing these scenes through her lens.



    



    An inexplicable harmony.



    



    In a good mood, Cheng Liang prepared to use his chopsticks to shell some edamame beans when a discordant voice suddenly sounded beside him.



    



    "Dr. Cheng?" The man’s voice carried a strong smell of alcohol and surprise. "It’s really you!"



    



    Cheng Liang looked up indifferently.



    



    Standing before him was a man in his fifties, his entire body flushed red from alcohol, eyes widened with excessive excitement.

  
    Chapter 26



    



    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    The night snack stall opened in this disorderly area had fairly poor sanitary conditions, with the floor was covered with grease. The drunken middle-aged man reached out to pat Cheng Liang's shoulder, but Cheng Liang avoided it, and the middle-aged man slipped and fell. But before he fell, he grabbed the plate of freshly grilled skewers on the table. The iron plate clanged loudly as it hit the ground, causing a commotion that momentarily quieted the entire late-night snack stall.



    



    "It's okay!" The drunken man raised a hand from the floor, scrambling up from the table unsteadily with a dismissive wave, "It's okay!"



    



    Cheng Liang frowned.



    



    "I was just so happy to see Dr. Cheng." The drunken man slurred, stumbling as he grabbed the table and stood up again, only to slip and fall again. The barbecue plate under his feet was kicked and clanged loudly, and he slurred his words as he introduced the person trying to pull him up, "This is Doctor Cheng, the one who took care of me when I was hospitalized!"



    



    The person next to him asked in a low voice, "The one who did the surgery?"



    



    The drunken man swayed, "No, no, it's the old one!"



    



    Cheng Liang stared at the drunken man for a while, his expression turning cold.



    



    "Let me tell you, this Dr. Cheng here, he's young and promising!" The drunken man continued to speak at the top of his lungs, whether he was boasting about Cheng Liang or his own social connections was unclear, "Don't let his young looks fool you, his skills are top-notch!"



    



    "Your last name is Qian, right?" Cheng Liang asked, his tone not warm.



    



    "You see, you see." The drunken man became even more excited, "It's been two years since I was discharged, and he still remembers my name!"



    



    Cheng Liang continued, "Alcoholic cirrhosis [1]. You had a liver transplant from a living donor."



    



    [1] Alcoholic cirrhosis – a progression of alcoholic liver disease, a severe scarring of the liver



    



    He remembered – the chief surgeon was Director Lin, and at that time, he was an assistant.



    



    "Yes, yes, yes." The drunken man grabbed a bottle of liquor from his table, dragged a chair over to sit next to Cheng Liang, and poured him a glass of alcohol.



    



    A large glass of alcohol.



    



    Due to his drunkenness, his hands were trembling badly, spilling half of it as he poured.



    



    "This glass is my toast to Dr. Cheng!" The drunken man raised the glass.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't move, but not far away, Sheng Xia saw the corners of Cheng Liang's mouth curling up, a smile that was not quite a smile. Sheng Xia had seen this expression from Cheng Liang many times before, during the medical dispute with a family and when dealing with Deputy Director Li.



    



    It was the expression Cheng Liang made when he was angry.



    



    "Alcoholic liver disease, hepatitis B, cirrhosis, early-stage liver cancer," Cheng Liang said, "Your daughter had the right half of her liver cut and reconstructed her right anterior liver vein system to give you two-thirds of her liver, saving your life."



    



    The drunken man holding the glass froze, his swaying body stilling.



    



    The drinking companion at his table who had been smiling fell silent.



    



    "How many daughters do you have?" Cheng Liang looked up to ask the drunken man.



    



    The man didn't say anything, his eyes, reddened by alcohol, were dull and unfocused.



    



    "You don't need to flatter me. I can't drink this toast either." Cheng Liang said, "Next time you have cirrhosis, don't come to our hospital."



    



    The noisy barbecue shop instantly quieted down.



    



    The drunken man, holding the glass, breathed heavily, his hands trembling badly.



    



    In the end, alcohol burned away the middle-aged man's rationality. He poured the entire expensive bottle of liquor that he had intended as a gesture of gratitude over Cheng Liang's head, drenching him from head to toe.



    



    "Screw you!" As he was being dragged away by everyone, he continued to spew vulgar insults, "You're lucky I'm giving face, then you screw me over."



    



    ......



    



    Chaos ensued.



    



    The stall owner, who was still grilling lamb skewers, spat out his cigarette and rushed over, throwing out the troublemakers one by one, including Cheng Liang, who had merely spoken some impactful words but not raised a hand.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    At 12:40 am.



    



    Cheng Liang and Sheng Xia sat on the curb. Sheng Xia held a large bundle of napkins while Cheng Liang held a few used ones in his hand.



    



    The high alcohol content evaporated quickly, and Cheng Liang was mostly dry by now, but he still smelled strongly of barbecue and alcohol, like a walking drunkard.



    



    "Sorry." Cheng Liang ran a hand through his matted hair.



    



    He had come to accompany her in filming the documentary but ended up causing trouble instead of her getting anything done.



    



    "It's okay." Sheng Xia lifted her camera, "I've filmed what I needed."



    



    She had come here originally just to capture the scene of the boss expertly slicing the lamb.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled wryly and ran a hand through his hair again.



    



    Sheng Xia took out two more napkins and handed them to Cheng Liang.



    



    The drunken middle-aged man who caused trouble was taken away by the people at their table, and as he got into the car, he continued to curse and tried to cross the road to find trouble with Cheng Liang.



    



    He was probably some minor executive at a big company since many were flattering him and saying good things to him. Some people were holding him back while saying that the little doctor was young and ignorant and asking him to be magnanimous, and that Cheng Lian was just childish and spoke without thinking.



    



    The voices carried loudly enough that even from across the wide street, Sheng Xia was bemused to the point of laughing. How absurd for a group of people coaxing their drunken leader who had undergone a liver transplant to accuse a doctor of infantile ramblings.



    



    "That man's daughter had just graduated from vocational high school the year she donated a part of her liver. Her school wanted her to take the college entrance exam that spring, but it fell through because of the transplant surgery."



    



    "He has a son and a daughter. Before the surgery, I overheard him telling his wife in the ward that it was fine if it was their daughter – she would eventually marry out and take someone else's surname anyway. Since they had given her a life, it was only natural for her to give back part of her liver.'"



    



    Cheng Liang smiled: "The surgery was successful, but when he came back for a follow-up check, his indicators were off, and Director Lin suspected he had started drinking again, but he didn't admit it."



    



    Now there's no need to doubt – his expert display of being completely sloshed was the result of his daughter giving him two-thirds of her liver.



    



    And the person involved saw it as only natural.



    



    And Dr. Cheng, who had assisted in the operation of that person at the time, had liquor poured all over him and could only hope that this patient would never come to their hospital again with liver cirrhosis.



    



    This feeling of powerlessness wasn't new to Cheng Liang. It was just that he was feeling quite good before this incident happened. He was helping an honest young girl do something honest.



    



    For that fleeting moment, he felt far from such vexing troubles, only to have them come crashing back down on him.



    



    It left him dazed and exasperated.



    



    "Getting an up-close look at a doctor's life, isn't it uninteresting?" he asked her.



    



    Once you got to know it, there wasn't much to analyze. There were many diseases that couldn't be cured, and situations like this where he regretted helping to treat someone happened from time to time.



    



    His life was not as unrestrained and refreshing as the boss wielding his big knife.



    



    Sheng Xia shook her head: "At least you can still remember who he is."



    



    Cheng Liang glanced at Sheng Xia and chuckled: "It's hard not to remember a bastard like that."



    



    That man's words in the ward had made the nurses to be unwilling to enter the room to help him change his dressings.



    



    "But there aren't many patients you can remember." Sheng Xia continued.



    



    Her attempt at consolation was rather clumsy, and Cheng Liang bluntly called it out without giving her face: "Are you trying to comfort me by saying I don't remember many bastards, so most people are still normal?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang curled his lips, continuing to pour cold water: "But of those normal people, there aren't many I can cure."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    This person was not easy to comfort.



    



    And she wasn't good at comforting others either.



    



    But after today's events, he did need to be comforted.



    



    He had only come to this chaotic place in the dead of the night for her sake, and ended up getting drenched in alcohol. Because of the strong smell of alcohol, he was refused by taxi drivers and could only sit on the curb, using the cheap napkins the stall owner had tossed them to wipe himself.



    



    "You missed a spot here." Sheng Xia changed her method of comfort to the most direct one. She pulled out two more napkins to help wipe an area of Cheng Liang's head that he had missed several times.



    



    She wiped it with single-minded focus, even smoothing down the stubborn tuft of hair on his head.



    



    But Cheng Liang could not be so single-minded.



    



    Only his mother had ever wiped his hair for him growing up. She was rough - one slap from her and his head would be gone. So having his hair wiped was not exactly a fond memory.



    



    He was startled by Sheng Xia's somewhat rash action of reaching out, then amused a second later as she persistently flattened his unruly tuft of hair.



    



    "Just how much does that bit of hair on my head bother you?" Cheng Liang crumpled the used napkins in his hand into a ball and made a shooting motion towards the trash can a few meters away.



    



    Score.



    



    His shoulder seemed to be fine now.



    



    He'd have to find time for a haircut, get all that long hair on tip trimmed so Sheng Xia wouldn't be tempted to press it down every time she saw him.



    



    Sheng Xia also laughed, crumpling the used napkins in her hand into a ball and aiming at the trash can, then throwing them.



    



    The posture was standard, and she scored too.



    



    Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow in surprise: "You play basketball?"



    



    "I was tall when I was a kid and learned it," Sheng Xia replied, "Too bad I never grew any taller after that."



    



    Cheng Liang laughed again.



    



    His seemed better. Sheng Xia tilted her head. A more direct approach was indeed more suitable for her.



    



    This was the first time in her life she had played basketball in the middle of a big street and thrown it into the trash can. She used to think this action was too childish, but now that she had done it, she found it quite fun.



    



    So she pulled out two more napkins, helped Cheng Liang wipe his collar, crumpled them into a ball, and threw them again.



    



    "You're getting addicted to this." Cheng Liang chuckled in bemusement.



    



    The young woman's straightforwardness did indeed make him feel a lot better.



    



    "Actually, there are definitely more normal patients than ones like that guy." Sheng Xia ended up circling back to the previous topic, "There are also many patients like me."



    



    "There aren't many patients like you," Cheng Liang didn't mock Sheng Xia's clumsy way of comforting this time.



    



    If all the patients were like Sheng Xia, who treasured their health and knew how to be grateful, working himself to death in the operating room would be worth it.



    



    Most patients fell somewhere in between.



    



    "How's the documentary going?" Cheng Liang changed the subject.



    



    He himself hadn't figured out the doctor-patient dynamic, so he didn't feel like discussing it at all.



    



    "I've got the opening and ending segments done, but I still need to film four more stalls for the middle." Sheng Xia took out her phone, pulled up a video, and handed it to Cheng Liang, "This is the ending I've edited already."



    



    Her eyes were sparkling again.



    



    "You really like making documentaries, huh?" Cheng Liang clicked on the video, which was less than two minutes long.



    



    The footage wasn't particularly polished or elegant, even appearing a bit rough.



    



    On a sweltering summer night, steam rose from the blazing stove, groups of people sat by the roadside, drinking and chatting boisterously.



    



    It could be seen that it was filmed by an amateur. The camerawork and editing came across as very immature to Cheng Liang, who had watched countless documentaries. But when he handed the phone back to Sheng Xia, he praised it very sincerely: "Not bad."



    



    She was so certain that documentary filmmaking was her dream.



    



    So proactive in taking the first step.



    



    So, not bad.



    



    After being praised, the young woman's eyes sparkled with the praise, so, truly, not bad at all.
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    "......Late-night snack?" Sheng Xia sat in the back seat of the ride-hailing car, her equipment bag in her arms, eyes widened.



    



    Hmm, she always has the most entertaining expressions when she's surprised.



    



    "Everything I ordered earlier was wasted," Cheng Liang patiently repeated, "So let's detour to get some snacks before heading home."



    



    After repeating, he added: "You can join me."



    



    A straightforward statement, not intended to be refused.



    



    Sheng Xia still stared at him wide-eyed.



    



    She did know that not all doctors necessarily lived a very healthy lifestyle. And Cheng Liang had been running around for her tonight, so she didn't seem to be in a position to refuse......



    



    But......



    



    In the end, she could only meekly express her insistence: "I'll just watch you eat......"



    



    Cheng Liang reminded her, "Following your logic, watching me eat is like watching me die."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    If you know that, why still go eat!



    



    Cheng Liang smiled.



    



    He usually didn't enjoy teasing people, especially adults – it wasn't very amusing.



    



    But teasing Sheng Xia was quite fun.



    



    "Surgeons are molded through practice," Cheng Liang spoke again, no longer mentioning the night snacks, "First, they observe in the operating room, then they practice with models, fruits, and even eggs. Finally, they start with suturing, building experience one surgery at a time."



    



    Sheng Xia listened attentively.



    



    Cheng Liang knew Sheng Xia would definitely enjoy hearing this kind of talk, even if his opening was rather abrupt.



    



    "I've practiced it all," Cheng Liang said, "Eating with cotton swabs, suturing eggs, buying pig livers to cut open and stitching them back..."



    



    And then the housekeeper resigned and ran away, and he got beaten down the street by his own mother.



    



    "But none of that was as effective as being in the operating room. Even just observing from outside the sterile zone during internships taught me more than books."



    



    "I think making documentaries is similar," Cheng Liang said, "If you want to film this topic, the best method is hands-on experience."



    



    "If you want to persuade everyone not to eat late-night snacks, you first need to understand why everyone knows it's not good but still can't resist."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang spent five minutes, starting about the growth of a surgeon to proficiency, to persuade her to eat late-night snacks.



    



    While completely straight-faced about it.



    



    After finishing, he still looked very serious.



    



    "You can't get tiger cubs without entering the tiger's den," he began reciting proverbs.



    



    "A man who is not a fish cannot know the joy of fish," he began to talk nonsense.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......I'll eat!"



    



    Can't she eat!



    



    Teasing her was really fun.



    



    Cheng Liang laughed out loud, drawing a bewildered look from the ride-hailing driver.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    "You......" Sheng Xia stood inside the night snack place Cheng Liang had chosen, at a loss for words.



    



    Cheng Liang had the driver stop at the entrance of the Lucheng Medical University Affiliated Hospital. The place for night snacks was inside the hospital — the 24-hour coffee shop downstairs of the inpatient building.



    



    At this hour, the cafe was nearly empty. Cheng Liang ordered two cups of milk and two sandwiches, asking the server to pack everything in a takeout bag.



    



    "Let's go," he turned around and smiled at Sheng Xia, who was still standing behind him in a daze, and raised the paper bag in his hand as if showing off, "I'll take you to a nice spot."



    



    It was nearly 1:30 in the morning, Cheng Liang was in high spirits as the two ventured step-by-step into the deep darkness, Sheng Xia unperturbed about being along with him late at night.



    



    Actually, the hospital was close to the old city center of Lucheng. At past 1 am in July, the late-night snack stalls on the roadside would be enjoying peak business hours. The city's nights were never truly quiet. Yet Cheng Liang kept leading Sheng Xia deeper into the shadows.



    



    It really was silent and deserted, and Sheng Xia even heard a few cicadas amid the bustling city center.



    



    This was her first time discovering that there were so many old alleys in the city center of Lucheng. Cheng Liang walked slowly as Sheng Xia trailed behind him, filming as they went. The dilapidated alleys under the old streetlamps were very suitable for filming, a stark contrast to the sizzling night snack stall she'd filmed earlier.



    



    Excellent footage, perfect for editing into her documentary.



    



    Every time she stopped to film, Cheng Liang would also stop. With the snack paper bag hanging on his wrist, he would put his hands in his pockets and stand in the shadows to avoid ruining Sheng Xia's shots.



    



    There were still residents coming and going in the old alleys late at night. Every time a stranger rode past Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang would come out of the shadows and stand next to her like an accompanying presence. So the curious strangers would only glance at Sheng Xia a few more times before pedaling on with squeaky wheels.



    



    Occasionally, the cries of babies would come from the low, aged residences, and stray cats of indiscernible colors would suddenly dart across their path, arching their backs and hissing at them. There were various small advertisements posted on the not-yet-removed utility poles, and people would graffiti on them. There were papers with yellow backgrounds with handwritten words in bold black ink.



    



    Sheng Xia zoomed in her lenses, and out of curiosity, read the words out loud.:



    



    "Fretful in heaven and on earth, my home has a crying child. Recite this thrice as you pass, and slumber through till morning light."



    



    She read it softly, and after understanding the meaning, she seriously read it two more times.



    



    As if reading it three times would truly let that household's crying sleep through the night. After finishing, she breathed a sigh of relief, feeling a bit amused by her own behavior, and the face hidden behind the camera smiled, feeling a bit embarrassed.



    



    "It's the first time I've seen something like this," Sheng Xia explained softly.



    



    In the modern city, such human touches had long been drowned in steel and concrete. Humans replaced many things with convenience and efficiency, as if the faster one acted, the less life wasted, needing to accomplish everything within a few short decades.



    



    There was no right or wrong.



    



    Just that after such haste for so long, suddenly coming across little handwritten notes like these made on pause involuntarily.



    



    "It's an old custom of Lucheng," Cheng Liang explained, the paper bag in his hand rustling.



    



    "Did you ever put up one when you were a child?" In the dead of night, both of them unconsciously lowered their voices when speaking.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled and shook his head: "Probably not."



    



    His mother didn't have the patience for that. If he cried, it would probably result in a beating.



    



    Sheng Xia's eyes curved in a smile as she aimed her camera at the crying poster, taking a careful shot.



    



    "There's an open space up ahead." Cheng Liang said, "Back then, people didn't have air conditioning at home, so they liked to go there to cool off during the summer. Over time, vendors started setting up stalls there. It was a famous late-night snack spot in Lucheng before."



    



    "Though those stalls are gone now, some immovable stone benches and tables still remain there."



    



    Filming that would probably make great footage too.



    



    And it's convenient for him to eat his night snacks.



    



    He's starving to death.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Indeed, it was a large open space, somewhat like the small square at the village entrance in the past.



    



    The residents living in these old residences probably still frequented this area. The open space was not dilapidated, the streetlamps were dim but not broken, and there were a few rattan chairs left. There were traces of children's chalk drawings on the cement ground, in grids, the kind of hopscotch game that children loved to play.



    



    But now, it was almost two in the morning, and the square was deserted. There were only a few stray cats lounging lazily on the rattan chairs that had been used for a long time. When they saw someone coming, they didn't bother to move, just flicked their tails at them.



    



    Sheng Xia's camera panned around the square before settling on Cheng Liang, who sat on the rattan chair and unpacked the paper bag containing their snacks.



    



    The half-bottle of liquor that had drenched him earlier had long evaporated, leaving only watermarks on his white T-shirt. The neckline of the T-shirt had stretched out, and when he tugged it a few times, it turned the crew neck into a V-neck.



    



    His unruly tuft of hair stuck out stubbornly, bobbing like an antenna from a Teletubby.



    



    A good-looking Teletubby.



    



    "Why are you filming me?" The Teletubby had already stuffed a sandwich into his mouth, raising an eyebrow at the camera.



    



    "You look good," Sheng Xia replied, "Your features are already quite attractive, but they seem even better close-up on camera."



    



    The drooping corners of his eyes, brown teardrop mole, and that ambiguous smile – bathed into the night, he didn't seem as distant from the world as in daylight.



    



    Cheng Liang nearly choked on his sandwich, his ears reddening as he cleared his throat awkwardly, he stated his position, "Don't put that in the film."



    



    This girl was so straightforward.



    



    It would take some time getting used to.



    



    "Do you come here often?" Sheng Xia circled around the square again. When a stray cat on the rattan chair became annoyed and meowed at her, she smiled, closed the lens, and sat down next to Cheng Liang, accepting the milk he handed her.



    



    "Occasionally," Cheng Liang replied, "Not as much in these recent years."



    



    Sheng Xia sipped her milk slowly. After a while, she asked, "Did you bring me here because I didn't get to film inside the night snack stall today?"



    



    "Because I was the reason you didn't get to film anything," Cheng Liang emphasized, "And Tang Caixi told me you originally planned to film for three hours."



    



    He roughly understood that Sheng Xia was a bit obsessive about planning and scheduling. Her little notebook was filled with detailed itineraries. And listening to the nurses' chatter in the hospital, he knew about how she even planned a study schedule during her stay.



    



    She had planned for three hours, and not filming must have made her uncomfortable.



    



    The trouble was his fault, so he had to take responsibility.



    



    "Thank you," Sheng Xia said, very sincerely.



    



    "No need," Cheng Liang replied, finishing his sandwich in a few bites.



    



    Sheng Xia sat on the rattan chair with her legs crossed, gazing up at the sky.



    



    "No stars," Cheng Liang poured cold water on her, "This row of houses faces the main road and there's too much light pollution, so you can't see anything."



    



    "But there's the Morning Star," Sheng Xia reached out, pointing at the brightest one.



    



    Cheng Liang scoffed: "That thing is visible anywhere as long as it's not raining."



    



    "Exactly, how nice is that?" Sheng Xia continued, smiling as she looked at the sky, "I like the Morning Star. " She said.



    



    "No matter how bad the light pollution is, no matter where you are, you can see it when the skies are clear."



    



    "It feels reassuring."



    



    Cheng Liang also looked up. A layer of obvious grayish haze hung overhead, and then there was the purple-black night sky above it, with a lone star on it.



    



    It was always there.



    



    Cheng Liang stared at the reassuring star and asked: "Why did you cheer me on?"



    



    Sheng Xia blinked: "Huh?"



    



    "On the operating table," Cheng Liang said, "With all those doctors and nurses around, why did you only say 'cheer up' to me?"



    



    And so many times at that.



    



    Sheng Xia turned her head to look at him but didn't answer.



    



    "Just say it," Cheng Liang understood the meaning of that look, "I won't beat you if it doesn't come out right."



    



    Sheng Xia chuckled.



    



    "Have you seen Transformers?" she asked, "Not the live-action movie, but the animated series."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......Yes."



    



    "The Optimus Prime there is an excellent warrior who respects life, but he is lonely," Sheng Xia said, still looking at the distant Morning Star, "Sometimes you're quite like him."



    



    "Lonely?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    Sheng Xia paused, hesitated for a moment, then answered, "Not lonely, but like an Autobot."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "So that's why you need encouragement," Sheng Xia continued, "For upholding principles that most people on Earth have abandoned, you need encouragement."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Much like this old alleyway he brought her to today.



    



    Completely out of place in this era, surrounded by modern high-rise buildings, yet there were handwritten crying notes plastered in its depths, this open square with hopscotch grids drawn with chalk on the ground that served as a night resting spot for stray cats.



    



    Nothing like the mainstream world around it.
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    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    The law firm where Tang Caixi works took on a big case. After that night, Tang Caixi started working crazy overtime with no days off, and the task of accompanying Sheng Xia to the late-night snack stalls for her documentary was naturally passed on to the recently very idle Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang is a native of Luccheng and knows many popular old night snack spots the elderly locals used to frequent. After filming the bustling new city's late-night snack spots, Sheng Xia followed Cheng Liang to these old places. During editing, she interspersed footage of the dim, fading lights of the old city between the fiery, lively modern night snack stalls. The cross-cutting contrast immediately elevated the quality of her footage by several notches.



    



    So Sheng Xia was very grateful to Cheng Liang. She would usually take the initiative to help Cheng Liang pick up his deliveries from the courier point, and the two girls upstairs would specially set aside a portion of any good snacks they bought to send down to him. Through these small gestures, the four of them gradually developed a neighborly bond, often having group dinners together at Cheng Liang's home, and their food packed from the hospital cafeteria.



    



    Cheng Liang and Zhou Xian were the biggest cafeteria enthusiasts Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi had ever seen.



    



    As they got to know each other better, they had more and more topics to chat about. Tang Caixi would occasionally use medical dispute cases that her company had closed as practice, treating the two doctors at home as professional consultants. Sheng Xia would exchange documentary lists with Cheng Liang. As a senior documentary enthusiast, Cheng Liang had his own insights into the language of film and often spent half a day chatting with Sheng Xia. Zhou Xian would bring back idle hospital gossip for Tang Caixi to analyze for potential legal issues. Cheng Liang would also bring back some snacks the girls liked when he came back from rehabilitation, and as soon as he got back, he would go straight to Room 302 to "feed" them.



    



    Days passed like this, slowly but steadily. By the end of July, the weather became hotter and hotter, and Sheng Xia's documentary filming was nearing its end. The coastal city of Lucheng also ushered in its annual typhoon season.



    



    A super typhoon of level 14 formed in the Pacific Ocean and was headed straight for Lucheng. The city issued typhoon warnings three to four days in advance, and the whole city was on high alert. However, on the day the typhoon made landfall, everyone was still caught off guard by the intense winds.



    



    Many places in the rural areas around Lucheng were flooded, and the situation in the city was no better with most streets experiencing waterlogging. The strong winds uprooted many trees from the greenbelts and accidents happened frequently, with the sound of ambulances echoing through every corner of the city.



    



    As a tertiary hospital in Lucheng, the Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University was at the forefront of combating the typhoon disaster. All the doctors in the hospital were on standby, and Cheng Liang, being one, had long since lost his vacation. The night before the typhoon made landfall, he was already in the wards arranging critically ill patients. He only rested the next morning to secure his home's doors and windows before suiting up again to report to the hospital in the afternoon.



    



    Wearing a raincoat, his vision was obscured, and so, he bumped into another fully suited person as soon as he stepped out of the door and walked a few steps in the lobby.



    



    With a cry of surprise, the person was lurched forward by the collision, Cheng Liang catching them with one hand.



    



    "Sheng Xia?" Cheng Liang didn't see her face, but recognized the Optimus Prime print on her raincoat.



    



    If he didn't know Sheng Xia, he would never know that Transformers actually had so many merchandise.



    



    Sheng Xia, whose entire body was almost lifted off the ground by the backpack, turned her head and struggled to lift the raincoat covering her forehead, her eyes lit up: "Dr. Cheng?"



    



    Cheng Liang let go.



    



    Even though they were familiar, Sheng Xia still called him Dr. Cheng.



    



    "Where are you headed in this typhoon?" he asked her, taking off his raincoat hood.



    



    She appeared to have already gone out and come back, her face dripping wet and her hair soaked.



    



    "The hospital." Sheng Xia lifted the bag in her hand, "Xixi's boss fell when he came to work in the morning and is in the ER now. Her boss isn't local so Xixi is the only one there to help take care of him."



    



    "It should be a fracture. I'm bringing them some things to use in the hospital." The bag held items she'd bought during her own hospitalization.



    



    "I'm also going to the hospital. Let me carry that for you." Cheng Liang reached for her bag, "It's not safe outside now."



    



    But Sheng Xia, very agilely, stepped back.



    



    "I can carry it myself." She insisted.



    



    On a typhoon day, the windows were rattling loudly. She was afraid to be home alone...



    



    So the backpack contained her own things too, planning to stay overnight with Tang Caixi at the hospital.



    



    Cheng Liang wanted to remind her that it was safer to stay home in this weather, but before he could speak, there was a loud noise upstairs, the familiar sound of firecrackers, and then the lights in the lobby went out.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He knew that electrician who put up small ads in the bathroom was completely unrealiable!



    



    Sheng Xia also thoughtfully explained: "The electricity, water, and gas at home are all out, and the windows are all taped up. I just went out to check. The property management posted a notice outside saying that the typhoon might cause power outages, and since we're in a low-lying area, they recommended temporarily relocating if possible."



    



    This building was pretty much evacuated today.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "Let's go." It was indeed inappropriate for a girl to stay alone at home with no power during a typhoon. He could only put on his raincoat hood back on and instruct Sheng Xia, "Walk behind me."



    



    Opening the door of the lobby, the roaring wind rushed in, Cheng Liang's figure paused, and he turned back to add, "Hold onto my coat."



    



    Her tiny frame wasn't even big enough to withstand the typhoon winds.



    



    Fortunately, the hospital was not far from home, and Sheng Xia was also obedient, except that she accidentally turned Cheng Liang's one-piece raincoat into two pieces, and the two of them, looking like drowned rats, finally arrived safely at the hospital lobby after stumbling along the way.v



    



    In the face of natural disasters, human strength is insignificant.



    



    After a heavy rainstorm for most of the day, the emergency room of the hospital was crowded with people, and all seven ambulances on standby at the door were dispatched. Cheng Liang dropped Sheng Xia off at the entrance of the emergency center and then turned around to go to the inpatient ward.



    



    "Dr. Cheng, wait a moment." Sheng Xia's wet hair clung to her face, making her fair complexion look even paler with the dark contrast.



    



    At her age, even a disheveled appearance looked beautiful on her, full of youthful collagen and vitality.



    



    "This is for you." She took out a bag from her backpack.



    



    "There's a power bank, whistle, flashlight, compressed biscuits, and water inside." A black waterproof bag the size of a book, which could be easily stuffed into a backpack, "I prepared four of them, one for each of us."



    



    She said "us," but she still called him Dr. Cheng.



    



    There was also an Optimus Prime printed on her waterproof bag.



    



    Cheng Liang took it wordlessly, only handing her a pack of tissues: "Wipe yourself."



    



    Sheng Xia was so thoughtful, he had no need to give her special reminders.



    



    "Call me if anything comes up." He added before turning around and rushing into the rain and mist.



    



    It was a strange feeling. That's why people shouldn't eat together at the same table often or bonds would form. Then on days like this when the wind and rain are blowing, you'd find yourself thinking of the other as "us".



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    During a typhoon, hospitals are most afraid of power outages. Many life-sustaining machines require electricity, so before a typhoon arrives, dual-line voltage, generators, and UPS power supplies all need to be checked in advance. They will also rearrange the beds of patients in the ICU, temporarily moving relatively mild cases out to make room for emergency patients who may arrive during the typhoon.



    



    The operating rooms also need to have backup power arrangements. On that day, except for emergency surgeries, all other surgeries were suspended, with only standby personnel present to deal with any emergencies.



    



    However, Cheng Liang felt that this hospital was really not compatible with him.



    



    As soon as he entered the inpatient ward, he was urgently called to the operating room, and he performed several emergency surgeries in a row, all of which involved severe trauma cases and required the collaboration of several departments.



    



    After nearly two months without touching a scalpel, having only done simulated rehab training, Cheng Liang's shoulder had already started aching dully after just three surgeries. But he was immediately called to the operating room again.



    



    This time, he was assisting Director Lin in surgery. Halfway through, Director Lin glanced at him and asked, "Can you still handle it?"



    



    Cheng Liang craned sore neck and said, "This is the last one."



    



    Any more and his hands would start shaking.



    



    "Tsk." Director Lin still looked disdainful. "You young people nowadays are really fragile. A single smash of the bedboard and you'll collapse."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "Get out of here." Director Lin shooed him away. "After you leave the operating room, go around the wards and check on the situation in the underground radiology department."



    



    "Is it flooded?" Another doctor asked.



    



    "They said the underground parking lot was lost, and all the security guards in the hospital went to the basement." The nurse next to them chimed in, "It's raining even harder outside now, and we've used up all the sandbags."



    



    "Serves us right." The head of the orthopedics department shook his head. "This happens every year."



    



    "Old Yao in the ER is about to lose it." Another doctor said, massaging his neck. "Just now, a billboard fell on a street and some power lines were damaged. We've received many injured patients already."



    



    As soon as he finished speaking, the nurse next to him picked up Director Lin's constantly ringing phone and put it on speakerphone.



    



    "Old Lin, you done yet? Where are those people you promised me?" Old Yao from the emergency room usually speaks softly, but now he was shouting against the cacophony in the background.



    



    "We're wrapping up." Cheng Liang answered for Director Lin.



    



    Old Yao quickly changed targets: "Is Xiao Cheng there? Even better if Xiao Cheng comes over."



    



    Director Lin raised his head: "His shoulder hasn't fully recovered yet. Don't give him heavy work."



    



    It was as if he hadn't just complained about Cheng Liang's fragility moments ago.



    



    "Nothing heavy, nothing heavy. Just need a hand triaging patients and moving your mouth!" Old Yao was now in a state of recruiting laborers, anyone able-bodied would do - the younger the better. Cheng Liang, with his sharp tongue, was an excellent candidate.



    



    Cheng Liang glanced at the clock on the wall.



    



    He had been in the OR for seven hours now. He didn't know if Sheng Xia and the others were still in the emergency room.



    



    If it was a fracture, Tang Caixi's boss might may have already been admitted.



    



    "What are you still doing here?" Director Lin glared at Cheng Liang.



    



    This kid hadn't worked for two months and was already sluggish. He had already given him an excuse to slack off, but he was still standing here like an idiot.



    



    So tall too.



    



    Just looking at him made Old Lin want to scold him.



    



    Cheng Liang stared at the operating table a while longer, confirming he was free of hepatobiliary tasks for now, before languidly exiting the OR.



    



    With Director Lin's clearance, there shouldn't be any more surgeries looking for him today. He could rest after helping out in the emergency room.



    



    The old man was meticulous, afraid that explicitly telling him to rest now would invite gossip.



    



    But the emergency room at this time...



    



    Cheng Liang changed his clothes resignedly and shook his head...



    



    He might as well have just stayed in the operating room all night.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The emergency room was chaotic.



    



    Taking advantage of his height, Cheng Liang peered inside and confirmed that Sheng Xia and the others had likely gone to the inpatient wards already.



    



    "Here, here, here, here!" Spotting Cheng Liang's towering figure amidst the crowd, Old Yao burst through and dragged him by the arm into the consultation room.



    



    In a state of urgency, his mouth almost had blisters from stress.



    



    "Just help for an hour!" Old Yao held up one finger, "Dozens of people came in all at once, and we're severely understaffed."



    



    Indeed, there was no one left. Almost all the doctors in the emergency room were present, whether on vacation or not, helping out. Old Yao was pulling people everywhere, and besides him, there were a few other surgeons from other departments.



    



    "I also know your shoulder isn't good. Just for an hour. Those folks who went out with the ambulances should be back by then." Old Yao spoke as he answered the phone, too busy to stay still, "Just help triage, otherwise, this entrance will be overflowing."



    



    The accident mentioned just now in the operating room, the doctors there had downplayed it. The billboard fell on pedestrians, and coupled with the high-voltage electric leakage, dozens of seriously injured patients arrived all at once. As soon as the ambulances stopped, a carload of people would come down. Every available space in the lobby that could fit people sitting or lying down was packed. The patients and their families were all wet and bloodied – a scene straight out of hell at first glance.
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    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    There were cries everywhere. Some parents were holding their children, hysterically asking where the doctors were. Some had head injuries but no one accompanying them, so they could only sit trembling, grabbing at anyone in a white coat for help. The smell of blood mixed with the howling winds and rain outside. Nurses moved grimly through the crowd, clipboards with ambulance handover sheets in hand, hoarsely calling out patient names.



    



    Cheng Liang was temporarily pulled in to make up the numbers, so the cases assigned to him were relatively mild – most still able to walk into the consultation room on their own, and their consciousness was clear.



    



    It wasn't physically demanding work.



    



    Yet like the nurses and doctors outside, he too wore a wooden expression, almost numb as he performed basic examinations and trauma treatments for the patients.



    



    Emotions are contagious, even for doctors who are human too. They wished they could have three heads and six arms to help more people. They also hoped that all the dozens of patients in the consultation room would recover in good health. They also didn't want to see or hear the cries and screams filling the room.



    



    But with limited manpower, and after a long time, impatient patients or their relatives would inevitably start cursing – berating nurses who were in a hurry to go to the restroom, pounding on the tables in the emergency room, and shouting loudly.



    



    This, too, was the reality.



    



    Cheng Liang understood this reality from the very first day of his internship—many people don't think doctors are human beings, and patients who are sick don't consider things from the doctors' perspective.



    



    The weighty phrase "life is at stake" is a double-edged sword. When it's used, it often brings accusations of incompetence and disregard for life.



    



    This normalized reality made many medical staff suppress their grievances and become numb instead.



    



    Cheng Liang was foolish.



    



    This kind of transformation was always interrupted midway, so he just numbed his face but his heart grew cold.



    



    So he stood with a wooden expression, listening to the security guards arguing with the patients outside the consultation room. He watched a young nurse, who had been verbally abused by a patient for needing to use the restroom, continued to shuttle through the crowd, her eyes red as she called patients' names hoarsely. He watched an injured wife shielding her child from harm, the child's head was bleeding, and her husband, who had no injuries at all, continued to curse loudly from outside the consultation room.



    



    "Useless bitch!" the husband continued to curse while Cheng Liang was examining the child's head wound, "Going out in this weather? It's fine if you want to die, but you dragged Xiao Gang too!"



    



    The berated wife had fractured hand and had already been treated. Her clothes were wet, and half her body was caked in mud. She just kept her head down and didn't say anything.



    



    As Cheng Liang was examining the child's pupils, the child closed his eyes, and shrank his neck as his nostrils flared.



    



    The child was holding back tears.



    



    "The cut is quite deep and needs stitches," The emergency room right now is chaotic, and doctors can only do so much. Cheng Liang printed out the treatment form and handed it to the man who seemed ready to explode at any moment, "Go pay the bill and get the medication first."



    



    But the man didn't take the form. Instead, he raised his hand and slapped his wife hard across the face.



    



    His movement was swift and heavy-handed. The force of the blow caused his wife's head to whip to the side. Even in such a noisy environment, one could still hear the thud as her head hit the wall. She swayed dizzily, her disheveled hair covering most of her face.



    



    Cheng Liang only managed to help the woman up. She offered no resistance, no tears, didn't even look at her husband, she just moved aside to avoid her soiled clothes dirtying Cheng Liang's white coat.



    



    "Look how much this trip is going to cost!" the man continued to rant, "You couldn't even carry the kid that short distance? You had to take an ambulance. Do you think ambulances are free?! It all costs money!"



    



    The woman still didn't speak.



    



    She silently took the payment slip the man was waving, her head lowered, intending to pay the bill herself. But halfway there, she was pulled back by the man.



    



    "Where do you think you're going?" the man glared at her with a cold face, looking fierce and sinister, "You have money hidden there?"



    



    The woman's already thin clothes were torn open by the man's pull, and the collar was torn apart. Despite this, she didn't cover herself, just stood at the door with the payment slip in her hand, her head lowered.



    



    A nurse who was assisting in the consultation room pulled the trembling child aside, and Cheng Liang stood up and walked towards the man who looked like he was about to hit someone again.



    



    Cheng Liang's tall figure and cold expression exuded a sense of oppression. The man's raised hand wavered in the air, and in the end, he put it down.



    



    "Your son has a six-centimeter laceration on his head from a metal shard. Fortunately, it was treated promptly on the ambulance so there's no sign of infection, but after the suturing, he still needs a tetanus shot. We can't confirm yet if there's a concussion. Due to the large number of patients during the typhoon, there's a queue for brain scans," Cheng Liang's tone was flat, "The sooner you pay, the sooner his wound can be treated and the sooner you can join the queue."



    



    "If you're unwilling to pay, then leave the consultation room for other patients," he looked into the man's eyes, "There's a small clinic at the hospital pharmacy where you can get your son stitched up."



    



    The man took a deep breath and stared at his son for a long while, then glanced at his wife who was silent for a long time. He snorted and went to pick up his son, seemingly intent on leaving.



    



    Cheng Liang kept his eyes lowered and didn't stop him.



    



    As soon as he was picked up by his father, the child, who had been silent and tearless, wailed loudly.



    



    This cry seemed to jolt the woodenly silent woman, her entire body shuddering before she shoved her husband's hand away and took the payment slip before rushing out.



    



    The grim-faced man grabbed her again, his tone fierce, "And just where are you going? This minor cut can be bandaged at home. Or do you think our family isn't poor enough?"



    



    The silent woman clenched the slip tightly in her hand and suddenly exploded.



    



    Her clothes were torn, covered in mud, one hand was immobilized due to a fracture, her hair was disheveled, and her forehead was bruised and swollen from hitting the wall just now.



    



    Trembling violently, she glared at the man, words spilling through her clenched teeth: "Get the hell away from me."



    



    The man's expression hardened, and he raised his hand as if to hit her again.



    



    But this time, Cheng Liang was prepared and grabbed his wrist early.



    



    Cheng Liang still spoke in a professional manner: "This is a public place. There are police right outside, security in the lobby. Think about it before you act."



    



    The man wanted to struggle, but found that this doctor, who looked tall and thin with an indifferent face, surprisingly had immense strength. He couldn't pull his wrist out of Cheng Liang's grip.



    



    "Do you need him to leave?" Cheng Liang asked the woman.



    



    The woman was stunned, the payment slip in her hand made a rustling sound as she clenched them tightly. The child, who was once again being held by the nurse, was still wailing loudly, and the wound on his forehead was frightening.



    



    "Yes," she heard herself answer.



    



    Her voice was trembling, and she didn't dare to look at her husband when she spoke.



    



    This was the man who had beaten her all her life, and she would tremble whenever she saw his eyes.



    



    But she had to protect her child, her only child. Due to the typhoon flooding and power outage caused at home, she had no choice but to take him to the factory where she worked.



    



    Such a good child, who would hug her and say "Mom, mom, I'll protect you." He was only four years old, but he would look at his father's photo and say, "Daddy is a bad person, Daddy only likes gambling."



    



    Her entire hope for the rest of her life.



    



    She cowered as she took her child back from the nurse, watching as the tall, indifferent doctor called the security guards.



    



    The man she had always feared was pushed out by the security guards like a drowning dog. Outside, the storm raged on, and the man shouted at the entrance for a while before actually leaving, cursing all the way.



    



    He was just a cowardly bastard who only dared to beat his wife.



    



    "Thank you, doctor." She paid the medical expenses with the money she had saved bit by bit, then returned to the consultation room. Her son had already been stitched up, his father had left, so he didn't cry anymore and held a lollipop in his hand.



    



    The doctor only gave a curt "mm" before turning to treat the next patient.



    



    Only the little nurse in the consultation room, in the intervals between patients, quietly asked Cheng Liang: "Just now, did you do it on purpose?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "What?"



    



    "Did you deliberately tell them to go to the small clinic at the entrance to get stitches?" Admiration shone in the nurse's eyes.



    



    Actually, it was very difficult to manage such situations. If the patient adamantly refused to pay, they couldn't stop them. At most, they could only help call security or the police if the husband got violent. They were just doctors, and domestic violence was not something they could handle.



    



    If it weren't for Cheng Liang's timely provocation, the child's mother may not have mustered her courage, and the child may really have ended up at the small clinic to get stitches.



    



    On a day like this, getting cut in the head by metal shards and not getting properly examined could lead to serious consequences.



    



    Yet Cheng Liang only shook his head.



    



    The little nurse froze.



    



    "It's the patient's right to decide what to do." He replied to the nurse.



    



    His tone was so indifferent that no emotion could be detected.



    



    It was as if the lollipop he had taken out of his pocket to give to the child to stop his crying just now was just an illusion.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang stayed in the emergency room until 10 o'clock at night. After finishing with the last patient, he looked out the window. The 14th-level typhoon was still raging, and it hadn't weakened at all midway. The scene outside was like doomsday.



    



    The first wave of patients in the emergency room had been triaged, and now only the later ones remained, scattered about. The doctors and nurses who had been working non-stop finally had time to grab some tea.



    



    Cheng Liang changed his clothes and took his phone. Suddenly, he remembered Sheng Xia and the others.



    



    His WeChat was quiet. In a disaster like this, everyone in the doctors' group was busy, and there were almost no messages.



    



    Sheng Xia hadn't messaged him either.



    



    Cheng Liang glanced out the window again, then lowered his head and called Sheng Xia.



    



    If they were still in the inpatient ward, he might as well go and check on them.



    



    Anyway, he didn't have much else to do next. He had spent a month in the orthopedic ward and was somewhat familiar with it.



    



    "Where are you?" he asked when the call connected.



    



    His voice was hoarse, he coughed to clear his throat, and glanced out the window again.



    



    That tree at the intersection looked like it would topple over soon.



    



    "On the second floor of the outpatient department," Sheng Xia said.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned. It was 10 o'clock at night, what was she doing in the outpatient lobby?



    



    "Donating blood," Sheng Xia seemed to have guessed what Cheng Liang was going to ask, "Both Xixi and I are here."



    



    "The news said the blood bank was in urgent need. We asked around and found out that a temporary blood donation station was set up on the second floor, and since we're already in the hospital, we didn't have to wait in line."



    



    The girl seemed quite happy, all smiles.



    



    The tree at the intersection really fell. In the strong wind, it snapped in half.



    



    With a crack, it was as if the gruesome scene in the emergency room just now had been replaced with a new scene.



    



    Cheng Liang squinted, and in his mind were Sheng Xia's voice and her smiling face.



    



    "Donating blood without waiting in line is enough to get you that happy?" He found himself teasing her.



    



    "Hehehe." Sheng Xia laughed on the other end of the phone, sounding like she had found a bargain.



    



    "Wait there," Cheng Liang closed the locker in the changing room, " I'm coming over."



    



    Passing by the cafeteria, he also grabbed the silly girl a couple of meat buns.



    



    He should make her eat more meat, maybe even trick her into having a late-night snack.



    



    The corners of Cheng Liang's mouth curved upwards at the thought.
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    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    The temporary blood donation station in the outpatient lobby was just down the corridor from the emergency room, but they seemed worlds apart. Turning the corner, it felt like stepping out of purgatory into the human world.



    



    There weren't many people there, scattered about sitting or standing, all with smiles on their faces.



    



    Human nature is strange. When doing good deeds, people always smile, as if helping others is something to be especially happy about.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned.



    



    Human nature is strange indeed. When doing bad things, people also smile, as if bullying the weak brings equal delight.



    



    He actually spotted Sheng Xia in the crowd at a glance, but didn't approach her right away.



    



    At that moment, he suddenly found himself savoring the smile on Sheng Xia's face.



    



    She was sitting in the crowd, sitting up straight, holding a cotton ball against her arm, head tilted as she chatted with Tang Caixi beside her, her eyebrows and eyes all smiling.



    



    She always liked to smile. When she did, her nose would wrinkle unconsciously. Her smile always reached her eyes. When she looked at people, her smile would infect them, making others unable to resist smiling too.



    



    The anger he'd carried out from the emergency room dissipated entirely in that instant.



    



    Vanished, clean.



    



    Cheng Liang's hanging fingers twitched slightly.



    



    Some emotions, he understood well.



    



    From the very beginning, when Zhou Xian had first broached the subject, he actually already knew. A girl like Sheng Xia was bound to attract him, because he was, as Sheng Xia had said, full of anger.



    



    Helpless anger.



    



    Anger that sometimes bred dangerous thoughts during outpatient duty or surgery – fleeting questions of whether this patient was really worth saving or not.



    



    Was Old Lin's life spent hovering over operating tables worthwhile?



    



    Was it worth it for him to spend his prime years in a place like this?



    



    Days and days of surgery couldn't save this world full of wounds, just like the doctors, nurses, and staff standing vigil at this hospital on a typhoon day, unable to change the realities of domestic violence in an ordinary household.



    



    The battered wife, if she didn't stand up for herself, he couldn't have helped her at all.



    



    And even if he tried his best to help, it would only help temporarily.



    



    Experiencing too much of these kinds of things, numbness gives way to a cumulative powerlessness that festers into anger.



    



    He really tried hard, just to get the smiles on the faces of the people donating blood in the lobby now.



    



    But there wasn't any.



    



    He was no donkey chasing an invisible carrot.



    



    It's just that his carrot was too illusory. Clearly visible, but forever out of reach.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    Not knowing what she was chatting with Tang Caixi about, but Sheng Xia laughed so hard that she leaned back. When she looked up, she saw Cheng Liang.



    



    He didn't look as casual as usual, with his hands in his pockets, eyelids drooping, looking like he didn't want to be approached by strangers.



    



    He stood straight at the entrance of the outpatient lobby, staring wordlessly at her from several meters away.



    



    Sheng Xia couldn't read Cheng Liang's expression, but inexplicably felt a little thirsty.



    



    The instant their eyes met, for the first time in her life, she blushed for no reason, and her heartbeat suddenly started racing.



    



    The oblivious Tang Caixi, who was beside her, followed Sheng Xia's gaze, and also saw Cheng Liang standing in the center of the crowd.



    



    And Cheng Liang, only now did he notice that there was someone else standing beside Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi - the increasingly irksome Zhou Xian. He was also holding a bag just like his, with Sheng Xia and Tang Caixi each having a meat bun in their hands.



    



    Sheng Xia's meat bun looked like she had already eaten half of it.



    



    ......



    



    This girl he could never coax to eat a late-night snack had happily eaten the meat bun given by someone else.



    



    Cheng Liang approached and threw the meat buns he had bought to Zhou Xian.



    



    "For me?" Zhou Xian's eyes widened in shock.



    



    "Go donate blood first before eating." Cheng Liang's tone was icy.



    



    Really idle, acting so quickly!



    



    He was busy to death in the emergency room, and this guy actually had time to come over and deliver buns.



    



    Zhou Xian: "......"



    



    The people under Director Lin in their department basically donated blood every six months or so. He had just donated blood last month! Together with Cheng Liang!



    



    But Cheng Liang ignored him, handing a bottle of warm milk to the two girls who had just finished donating blood.



    



    Sheng Xia seemed distracted. When he handed her the milk, she didn't notice. He shook his hand again, and only then did she hurriedly reach out to take it, their fingers brushing for a moment before separating.



    



    A lingering warmth.



    



    Cheng Liang paused, and Sheng Xia lowered her eyes.



    



    "Have you sorted out the hospitalization procedures with your boss?" Cheng Liang sat down next to Sheng Xia and turned to ask Tang Caixi.



    



    The waiting chairs in the outpatient lobby were square and sturdy. When Cheng Liang sat down with a creak, Sheng Xia felt a slight tingle on her side.



    



    And he happened to be speaking next to her, his voice low that seemed to hush Sheng Xia's surroundings.



    



    "There are no beds available. He's still in the ER ward now. The doctor said it's fine for him to rest there tonight." Sheng Xia heard Tang Caixi quickly respond to Cheng Liang, "But it scared me. He was walking right in front of me, and suddenly disappeared. I ran up to take a look, and he had fallen into the drain. Fortunately, he reacted quickly and grabbed the edge, or it could've been really bad."



    



    Tang Caixi's boss had an accident when he passed by a manhole on the way to work. The cover for the said manhole was washed away by the flood. The injury wasn't serious, just a broken left shoulder. He was a male, and Tang Caixi wasn't very convenient to take care of him personally, so she arranged for a caregiver.



    



    So the two would be fine tonight.



    



    "Where are you guys sleeping tonight?" Cheng Liang asked again.



    



    He still persistently turned his head to ask Tang Caixi.



    



    "We were originally planning to stay in a nearby hotel." Tang Caixi said, "But the forecast says the rain will only get heavier tonight. Xia Xia thinks we should just stay in the lobby for the night."



    



    For all her brusque demeanor, Tang Caixi had a keen sense of certain things. After answering both questions, she smoothly threw the topic to Sheng Xia: "I'm going with whatever Xia Xia says. She has trauma from typhoons, so she's less afraid with more people around."



    



    Cheng Liang, who was a bit unhappy because Sheng Xia ate someone else's meat bun, finally turned his head to look at her.



    



    Sheng Xia suddenly felt a flash of inspiration, and in a swift motion, she stuffed the remaining bit of meat bun in her hand into her mouth, her cheeks puffed out in feigned innocence.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "......I just donated blood." Sheng Xia mumbled after stuffing the bun.



    



    Strictly speaking, this didn't count as a late-night snack since she hadn't even eaten dinner.



    



    Cheng Liang almost reached out to pinch her face, but endured it for a while, and took another meat bun from Zhou Xian's side and handed it to Sheng Xia.



    



    Sheng Xia held the bun, lowered her head, and took another bite, smiling.



    



    Cheng Liang cleared his throat and glanced around the lobby.



    



    Actually, the people donating blood at this temporary blood donation station were mostly family members of patients or residents from nearby neighborhoods. Those further away wouldn't venture out in this weather.



    



    There were probably others with the same idea as Sheng Xia, some of the family members of patients in the lobby had already claimed seats and laid out bedding.



    



    But resting properly would be difficult. With the outpatient lobby's constant foot traffic, security wouldn't allow too many people to stay for safety reasons. They would probably arrange shelter for these people once the rain and wind calmed down a bit. There was a large auditorium on the third floor of the hospital, where they would likely accommodate the family members stranded here.



    



    However, Cheng Liang wasn't too keen on that.



    



    He came here because he was worried about the accommodation for these two girls tonight, and became more so after knowing that Sheng Xia was traumatized by typhoons.



    



    "Is there any empty bed in the female dormitory tonight?" Cheng Liang asked Zhou Xian, thinking of arranging for these two to spend the night there.



    



    "No." Zhou Xian shook his head. "I just asked."



    



    He wasn't comfortable with Tang Caixi sleeping in the lobby either.



    



    "Why are you residents even here?" Cheng Liang finally started attacking Zhou Xian, who was unable to help with anything and even delivered meat buns first. "Emergency surgeries only require senior staff. You guys can't help and just take up beds."



    



    Zhou Xian: "............"



    



    He really wanted to record this and play it on loop for the residents to gang up on Cheng Liang.



    



    "We're just menial labor today, okay?!" The flustered and angered Zhou Xian momentarily forgot that the meat bun in his mouth was bought by Cheng Liang and even his own words of fluttering him. He waved the blue volunteer band on his arm, "See this volunteer band?! With the security guarding the underground parking lot and radiology, we able-bodied young residents are all that's left. I've been running all day!"



    



    "I came here because the safety team said they needed help with the influx of donors in this lobby! I have to go to Building 6 soon." Zhou Xian took a couple more bites of the bun. "I'll leave after finishing this."



    



    He had just taken a brief moment of slacking and got caught.



    



    "Why are you going to the sixth building?" Cheng Liang raised an eyebrow.



    



    Building 6 of the hospital housed the physical examination center, which was estimated to be already empty at this time.



    



    "They said there's a leak on the fifth floor, so they want us to bring sandbags and stand guard." Zhou Xian gulped down the bun and started on the coffee Cheng Liang had brought for himself. "Plus the physical exam center has an on-call room, right? They asked me to find two volunteers to patrol with me. If everything's fine, we can stay there temporarily. But if the rain gets heavier and leaks again, we'll use the sandbags to block the consultation rooms with valuable equipment."



    



    There is an on-call room in the examination center.



    



    They had cleared out all the people who came to the hospital for physical examination and hospitalization last night, so the on-call room must be empty now.



    



    There was a loud crash outside – a huge billboard was hit by a tree branch carried by the wind.



    



    Sheng Xia, who was absent-mindedly munching her bun, jolted.



    



    Cheng Liang stood up and made a call. When he came back, he picked up the bag Sheng Xia had brought: "You two aren't sleep here tonight. Come with us to the Building 6 to stand guard."



    



    Everyone: "?"



    



    "I've already cleared it with the safety team. The four of us will secure the valuable equipment first, patrol the rooms, and then rest in a vacant room at the examination center."



    



    "There are on-call rooms for both men and women in the examination center. If the wind dies down a bit, we can at least get a decent sleep."



    



    "We can do that?" Zhou Xian's eyes lit up.



    



    "You have to be flexible in you thinking." Cheng Liang lectured. "Otherwise, who were you planning to find to accompany you tonight?"



    



    Finishing with one last jab: "After all, you have such bad popularity."



    



    Zhou Xian: "......"



    



    "But will that violate any rules?" Sheng Xia was tempted, her eyes brightening at the words 'winds die down a bit'.



    



    Cheng Liang shook his head: "It's fine. Zhou Xian is no different from you two now, just pure labor."



    



    The pure labor, Zhou Xian: "......Then what are you?"



    



    "The team leader in charge of Building 6 tonight." Cheng Liang was quite proud. He took the blue volunteer band from Zhou Xian's arm and tied it to his own. "Just discussed it over the phone."



    



    In fact, the safety team was delighted to have two extra free hands, especially with the veteran Cheng Liang leading the team. They almost clapped in excitement.



    



    But Cheng Liang didn't care. After all, the higher seniority has the final say.



    



    Zhou Xian: "......"



    



    This team leader couldn't even lift heavy objects.



    



    If the ground floor didn't flood, it would be fine. But if it did, or if the windows of other floors leaked, the one with the most labor tonight would be Zhou Xian.



    



    But Zhou Xian was still very happy.



    



    He had planned to go alone to patrol and stand guard, but now he suddenly had three more people with him.



    



    And one of them was Tang Caixi.



    



    So he was very obedient, happily extending his hand to indicate the leader to lead the way.



    



    Four people, quite a formidable group.
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    Most of the buildings in the affiliated hospital were interconnected, with corridors connecting each building. The advantage was that in weather like this, you wouldn't have to get rained on, but the disadvantage was that the corridors generally had windows, so the sound of the wind created an immersive surround-sound effect of fear, doubling the dread.



    



    Sheng Xia didn't like to show weakness. As she walked through the corridor, she appeared no different from usual, except her face was slightly pale, and her hands hanging by her sides were clenched unconsciously, with her thumb constantly fidgeting with her index finger.



    



    This action, Cheng Liang was very familiar with.



    



    Sheng Xia did the same thing the first time she confirmed whether she needed surgery at the outpatient clinic, and even when she was anesthetized for surgery, she kept repeating this little movement until she lost consciousness.



    



    The wind was too loud, and Sheng Xia felt like the corridor was endless.



    



    "How much blood did you donate?" Cheng Liang suddenly asked Sheng Xia.



    



    Sheng Xia froze, and the unconscious movement of her hands stopped.



    



    "400cc," she replied.



    



    It was only then that she noticed Cheng Liang had been walking by her side all along, standing between her and the windows.



    



    In the alternating light and shadows, Cheng Liang looked different from usual. Sheng Xia glanced at him and felt that something had changed between them since their eyes met in the outpatient lobby.



    



    "Do you know why it's recommended to donate 400cc of blood each time if your physical condition allows?" Cheng Liang asked again.



    



    He walked neither fast nor slow, just enough to shield Sheng Xia from the window each time.



    



    "Why?" Sheng Xia asked, accepting Cheng Liang's goodwill.



    



    "Because blood transfusion is essentially a form of allogeneic tissue transplantation, and the recipient may have a risk of transfusion reaction or infection."



    



    "The fewer blood donors a patient receives during transfusion, the lower the risk of infection."



    



    [1] This was a topic that would interest Sheng Xia.



    



    She seemed to maintain an abundant curiosity about all unknown fields: "I thought donating 400cc of blood at once was better for the body's blood volume."



    



    "That's not true," Cheng Liang smiled. "The liver and capillaries store blood in the body. When the body loses blood, the stored blood is released, and new becomes the stored blood. 400cc is close to the minimum amount of stored blood in adults, making it a relatively safe amount for blood donation."



    



    "There's no such thing as donating blood improves health, but donating blood does indeed save lives," Cheng Liang stopped walking. "It's a good thing."



    



    Sheng Xia smiled at that.



    



    "We're here," Cheng Liang announced.



    



    The lecture on the principles of blood donation had successfully gotten Sheng Xia through this windy and rainy connecting corridor.



    



    At the end of the corridor was the brightly lit Building 6.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    In fact, most of the patrol work had been done by the hospital's typhoon response team, and the necessary protective measures had been taken. As the wind and rain gradually intensified in the evening, some young people were arranged to guard the buildings with valuable equipment as a final layer of insurance.



    



    So, in reality, they had nothing much to do.



    



    If it were a normal day, Cheng Liang would probably go straight to the on-call room on the third floor of Building 6 and lie down. But now, he had Sheng Xia by his side.



    



    He also took on the role of a team leader.



    



    So Cheng Liang uncharacteristically took on the responsibility of a team leader. He carefully studied the floor plan of the entire Building 6, bringing the four of them into a group chat, sharing information, and even dividing them into two teams.



    



    "Let's split into two teams," he said. "Zhou Xian and Tang Caixi will take the west side, and Sheng Xia and I will take the east side. We'll start from the first floor, confirm that all five floors are clear, and then meet in the on-call room on the third floor."



    



    That's where the beds were, and it was also where the most valuable equipment was located.



    



    Their base for the night.



    



    Cheng Liang was unusually serious, and Zhou Xian looked at him meaningfully as he adjusted his glasses.



    



    Sheng Xia liked to follow the rules. If she was directly told to go to the third floor to rest, it was sure that she would feel she was troubling them. So this guy, in order to give Sheng Xia a reasonable and quiet place to sleep, had basically adopted the same approach as when performing surgery.



    



    Zhou Xian didn't call him out on it.



    



    After all, he still needed to flatter him.



    



    "Alright," Zhou Xian pushed up his glasses again, indicating he would definitely cooperate.



    



    "Contact us on WeChat if anything happens," Cheng Liang said. Whenever he got serious like this, he looked very professional. "In case there is no signal, just head directly to the duty room on the third floor and wait."



    



    He added: "Safety first. If there's severe flooding, call security to handle it. The four of us can't do much about that."



    



    Seeing the other three nod solemnly, Cheng Liang opened the first-aid kit that the dispatcher had placed there in advance and divided the medicine into two portions, one for himself and one for Zhou Xian.



    



    It was also fortunate that Sheng Xia had prepared four emergency kits in advance. The contents of those kits, along with the contents of the first aid kit, were enough to get them through the night.



    



    The four of them first inspected the rooms where they would be sleeping on the third floor—two adjacent on-call rooms, each with four beds, as if they had been custom-made for this night.



    



    Then they split into two teams and went their separate ways.



    



    Before Sheng Xia stepped out of the ward, her childish demeanor on full display as she stood tall and proud.



    



    Cheng Liang followed behind her, unable to hold back a smile.



    



    He knew she would enjoy this activity. From donating blood to patrolling rooms, as long as she could contribute a little bit to the fight against the typhoon, this smile would appear on her face.



    



    The kind of satisfied smile he had been looking for but couldn't find.



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    The corridors were also brightly lit, and although it was windy and rainy outside, there were no windows in the corridors of Building 6, making it considerably quieter.



    



    Cheng Liang initiated a voice call in the group chat to ensure Zhou Xian's side had no issues.



    



    But Zhou Xian was very noisy.



    



    And it was a peculiar kind of noisy.



    



    Zhou Xian: "Actually, we're lucky. This place is spacious, bright, and there are beds. It's much more comfortable than the dormitory."



    



    Zhou Xian: "Do you think this building will have a power outage?"



    



    Zhou Xian: "Damn, I just remembered this building isn't within the flood prevention range, right? If the power goes out, there won't be any backup power, will there?"



    



    Since the patients had been evacuated yesterday, the power supply for equipment and lighting was on separate lines, and the lighting line definitely didn't have backup power.



    



    Cheng Liang: "... Shut up. Don't jinx the hospital."



    



    As soon as he finished speaking,



    



    A familiar crackling sound was heard.



    



    The entire building seemed to be covered with a black cloth, and in an instant, it was completely dark.



    



    Everyone: ...............



    



    "I mean..."



    



    In the darkness, Zhou Xian's voice sounded uncertain: "Are we under some kind of weird curse? This is the second time..."



    



    He felt that the crackling sound of electricity was too familiar.



    



    "The third time..." Tang Caixi's voice was faint, "this afternoon, Xia Xia told me that the power in our rental place went out again."



    



    Zhou Xian: "...So what do we do next?"



    



    Cheng Liang was looking down at the floor plan on his phone. "Let's all go back to the third floor first. The security on the third floor has placed a small UPS power supply in advance."



    



    It was probably meant for the patrol team to use just in case.



    



    "Wait wait..." Tang Caixi shouted from the other end after seeing the floor plan, "Isn't there a vending machine on the fifth floor?"



    



    "......You already ate three large meat buns, and you're still hungry?!" Zhou Xian found it unbelievable. "And you drank a can of milk too!"



    



    "We still have the whole night! What if the typhoon gets worse and we're stuck here? Don't we need to store some food?" Tang Caixi argued confidently.



    



    "You still have the compressed biscuits Sheng Xia gave you," Zhou Xian found it unbelievable again.



    



    Tang Caixi: "......Those biscuits taste like leather shoes!"



    



    Zhou Xian: "......"



    



    In the end, Tang Caixi concluded: "So, Xia Xia and Dr. Cheng, you two go back to the third floor first, and we'll go to the fifth floor to get some food and then come down."



    



    The corridor had no windows, so it was very dark, with only the faint light from Sheng Xia and Cheng Liang's phones. Because of the light, the surrounding area seemed even darker.



    



    But with no windows, the sound of the wind was less, and the darkness was filled with Zhou Xian and Tang Caixi's bickering, making it not feel oppressive.



    



    Sheng Xia laughed softly in response to Tang Caixi's words and took out a flashlight from the emergency bag she had prepared earlier.



    



    Cheng Liang continued to look at the floor plan on his phone while also observing Sheng Xia from the corner of his eye.



    



    She was in a good mood. When she took out the flashlight, she even childishly held it under her chin, revealing a terrifying smile.



    



    Amusing herself.



    



    It didn't seem like the behavior of someone afraid of typhoons. The pale-faced look she had just now in the corridor had disappeared.



    



    Cheng Liang turned off the microphone of the WeChat call on his phone and then reached out to help Sheng Xia turn off her microphone too.



    



    "It's pitch black," Cheng Liang's voice was low and deep, with a smile, "Stop playing with the flashlight and watch your step."



    



    "Oh." always obediently followed these kinds of reasonable instructions, slowing her steps obediently.



    



    "You're afraid of typhoons but not the dark?" he asked her.



    



    Sheng Xia glanced at their phone screens, which both had their microphones turned off.



    



    Cheng Liang had muted his so nonchalantly, and she didn't even think to ask why.



    



    Cheng Liang waited for an answer for a while but didn't get one, so he said "hm" with a question mark at the end.



    



    "My hometown is also coastal. When I was a child, during a typhoon, the windows at home were shattered. It left a bit of a shadow," Sheng Xia's flashlight flickered with her footsteps, "At that time, my parents weren't at home, and after the windows broke, the house looked like a disaster scene. I hid under the bed until the adults came back before daring to come out."



    



    "It's not that I'm particularly afraid. It's just that if I see trees swaying and things flying outside the window, I get the irrational feeling that heavy objects might fly in and shatter the windows."



    



    "So on typhoon days, I always have a misconception that it's safer inside than outside."



    



    She knew it was an irrational feeling, and she felt a bit embarrassed after saying it, lowering her head to play with the flashlight.



    



    Cheng Liang stood in the darkness for a while.



    



    He didn't expect such an answer when he asked.



    



    Everyone has their own shadows, and most adults are unwilling to bring them up voluntarily. Sheng Xia's openness was unexpected.



    



    And she kept walking as she spoke, her steps surprisingly lively.



    



    It made one want to comfort her, but not know where to start.



    



    So, he heard himself ask a new question: "Were your parents often not home when you were little?"



    



    "Yeah, their jobs were special," Sheng Xia followed behind Cheng Liang, "They spent very little time with me."



    



    "But it's much better now, after all, the internet is developed," she still promptly followed up every negative statement with a positive one.



    



    When others spoke like this, it would seem like self-consolation, but when Sheng Xia did it, it seemed quite natural. She genuinely felt it was much better, always looking ahead full of hope.



    



    She really wasn't afraid of the dark at all.



    



    "Besides being afraid of typhoons, what else are you afraid of?" Cheng Liang became curious.



    



    Sheng Xia thought for a moment. "......Being cold."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia: "What about you?"



    



    Cheng Liang answered without hesitation: "Ghosts."



    



    Sheng Xia: "............"



    



    The next second, she held her flashlight under her chin again, making a scary face.



    



    Cheng Liang: "...You're asking for a beating."



    



    The mischievous girl grinned.



    



    In the pitch-black corridor, no one bothered to turn on the microphones that had been turned off. Tang Caixi and Zhou Xian's conversation gradually faded from their attention.



    



    Sheng Xia, who was making a scary face, suddenly slipped, but Cheng Liang caught her instinctively, their bodies ending up pressed close together.



    



    Very close, tightly together.



    



    Sheng Xia's flashlight was still under her chin.



    



    Cheng Liang looked at that truly unaesthetic face and reached out to turn off her flashlight.



    



    "Walk properly," his voice was inexplicably hoarse.



    



    "Oh." Sheng Xia, who quickly stood up straight, was unusually silent for a moment before she turned her flashlight back on.



    



    Tang Caixi and Zhou Xian finally noticed that microphones had been muted on the other end and yelled: "What the hell are you two doing?!"



    



    Then: "You two in the dark, stop telling ghost stories without us."



    



    Followed by: "Let me tell you, Xia Xia is the master of ghost stories!"



    



    Zhou Xian: "............"



    



    He expressionlessly withdrew from the voice chat, while also helping Tang Caixi exit.



    



    This was the girl who kept saying she wanted to pursue him.



    



    He really believed her nonsense.
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    Zhou Xian hung up quickly, and the four-person voice call was suddenly reduced to two avatars. With a swoosh, the four-grid display turned into a two-grid display, with Sheng Xia's Optimus Prime avatar and Cheng Liang's default gray WeChat avatar side by side.



    



    Cheng Liang glanced at it, his finger about to end the call, but then decided to leave the two avatars side by side. He directly locked his screen, leaving just the two of them in the dark corridor.



    



    Total darkness, just a lone man and woman.



    



    And the atmosphere tonight had been strange from the start.



    



    Sheng Xia watched Cheng Liang stand there for a while after locking his screen. He turned and started to lead the way with the emergency flashlight she had given him. She didn't know why, but she secretly breathed a sigh of relief.



    



    Then she frowned, a bit puzzled by the strange emotions in her heart tonight.



    



    "Dr. Cheng." Sheng Xia didn't like this unfamiliar feeling, so she instinctively tried to resolve it.



    



    But as soon as she called out "Dr. Cheng," she noticed the man in front of her suddenly stop walking.



    



    "Hmm?" Even though it was just a single syllable, Sheng Xia could sense that his mood had changed from before.



    



    It was as if those two words had snapped them both back to the strange atmosphere they'd had all night.



    



    Sheng Xia blinked, feeling like her problem had been solved with just those two words.



    



    "Nothing." She suddenly didn't know what to say and felt like her question didn't matter anymore.



    



    Cheng Liang remained still.



    



    The main mode of transport in Building 6 was the elevator, with the stairway mainly serving as an emergency exit. It was designed as economically as possible while still meeting fire safety regulations. So it was actually quite narrow, and with Cheng Liang unmoving in the middle of the stairs, Sheng Xia couldn't walk past him.



    



    "I helped out in the emergency room for a few hours today." Cheng Liang began out of nowhere.



    



    Sheng Xia had been about to sneak past him under cover of darkness, but that thought was squashed before it could grow.



    



    "That's really not a place for people," Cheng Liang smiled wryly. "Especially someone like me......"



    



    He pondered over his words for a moment, finally using the phrase Sheng Xia had once used: "Someone filled with anger like me treating patients in the ER, I feel wanted to quit every minute."



    



    "But the moment I saw you smiling at Tang Caixi at the blood donation station, I suddenly felt better," Cheng Liang laughed at himself. "It's quite mystical."



    



    So that look between us... ...



    



    Sheng Xia pressed her lips together in the darkness.



    



    So that's why Cheng Liang had stood so stiffly in the lobby, looking lonely and desolate.



    



    "I've never given a patient my personal WeChat before, you're the first."



    



    "Even though I usually like watching documentaries and live streams, to me they're just background noise while I'm reading or writing papers. I wouldn't go as far as coercing someone and asking if they discriminate against rich people just because I wanted to participate in a documentary."



    



    In the darkness, Cheng Liang seemed to be smiling.



    



    Sheng Xia lowered her head, feeling her mouth dry up again.



    



    Cheng Liang continued: "I'm also not the type to go looking for trouble. Tonight, I finished all the typhoon response duties assigned to me today, and the main reason I volunteered for the night shift was......"



    



    Cheng Liang paused mid-sentence, ruffling his hair in frustration.



    



    "I'm not saying all this to burden you......"



    



    Damn it.



    



    He was really bad at this kind of thing.



    



    He thought that maybe the pitch darkness would help, that he could just close his eyes and get all the words out, treating it like talking to himself.



    



    Then, whether Sheng Xia nodded or shook her head, he would leave it up to her.



    



    After all, this was the girl who took over a month to initiate a WeChat friend request.



    



    He had been thinking about it since leaving the blood donation station earlier.



    



    Confess, he told himself.



    



    He really liked her. Part of the reason he was initially drawn to her livestream was because Sheng Xia matched his aesthetic preferences. Later on, as fate kept bringing them together, he discovered that Sheng Xia was wonderful in every way.



    



    She was the purest thing he'd seen in this messy world.



    



    Honest and straightforward.



    



    But this confession, he was doing it so poorly, sounding more like moral coercion.



    



    "Forget it." Cheng Liang cut himself off, finding an excuse, "This isn't the right place to talk about this."



    



    He was being a jerk.



    



    Sheng Xia was afraid of typhoons, and he'd chosen a night like this in this kind of place to confess and essentially emotionally manipulate her.



    



    He really... deserved to be single.



    



    "I just hope you stop calling me Dr. Cheng."



    



    "I don't do these things because I'm your doctor. I'm just a surgeon, and I don't make a habit of worrying about patients after they've been discharged."



    



    Rambling incoherently.



    



    He'd really messed it up.



    



    He was really regretful, especially after realizing how bad he was at this whole confession thing. It dawned on him that he wasn't particularly good at anything else either.



    



    That one call of "Dr. Cheng" had triggered him, making him lose his composure. His prior careful mental preparation to confess and then simply move on was falling apart with every word he said.



    



    He couldn't end it after his confession. He confessed because he wanted a result. But this girl had a bright future, beauty, and was filled with justice and dreams – why would she be interested in him?



    



    "Let's talk about how you address me." Cheng Liang forcibly turned the topic in a strange direction, his indifferent tone stiff as he blamed the weather, "This kind of typhoon weather is really not suitable for talking."



    



    After saying that, he urged Sheng Xia: "Why are you standing there? Let's go, it's only two floors but we've already taken twenty minutes."



    



    Sheng Xia: "............"



    



    This time, it was her turn to stand still.



    



    Not only did she stand still, but she also turned off the flashlight in her hand.



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    The corridor had gone from brightly lit to pitch dark because of the flashlight being turned on and off again in the past twenty minutes – it had been quite a journey.



    



    His failed confession made the crusty, irritable part of his personality start to resurface, threatening to overwhelm him.



    



    "Did you encounter something in the ER today?" Sheng Xia stood there and asked him.



    



    Her tone was calm.



    



    Cheng Liang remained silent.



    



    He usually didn't like to bring up these upsetting matters, especially not in front of Sheng Xia.



    



    Moreover, after he had said so much, Sheng Xia's follow-up question caught him off guard.



    



    Since he didn't respond, Sheng Xia didn't plan to wait for his answer.



    



    Her mind was very messy now. Normally, when her mind was in chaos, she usually preferred to be alone and sort through them quietly before addressing the issue.



    



    But today, along with the mental chaos, she...was also a little angry.



    



    Because Cheng Liang had said, "Forget it."



    



    She suddenly didn't want to be quiet.



    



    "I didn't finish what I was saying earlier," she said.



    



    "When I was little, during a typhoon, my parents weren't home."



    



    "I just remember that it was particularly strong, there were many trees uprooted. The window in my bedroom was shattered by a flowerpot blown from the opposite building. I was sitting at the desk next to the window at the time."



    



    "The broken flowerpot hit me directly on the head, and I lost consciousness."



    



    Sheng Xia pointed to a spot on the back of her head. In the darkness, it wasn't visible, but Cheng Liang saw Sheng Xia raise her hand and make a vague gesture.



    



    "It was a serious injury, and I also had some cuts from the glass shards. I was passed out for a long time all alone. When I came to, I was so scared that I hid under the bed, and I was bleeding a lot. By the time the neighbor aunt remembered me, the typhoon had passed."



    



    Cheng Liang remembered that during the surgery, Sheng Xia indeed had some small, old scars on her body. At the time, his assistant had even commented that Sheng Xia seemed well-behaved, but had probably been a mischievous child—those scars looked like they were from childhood mischief, not deep, but leaving scars nonetheless.



    



    "That was a major disaster for me, so I'm really scared of typhoons."



    



    "When you saw me in the apartment lobby earlier, I had already been pacing back and forth several times."



    



    No wonder her face had looked wet, like she had gone out and come back.



    



    "If it weren't for you," Sheng Xia paused for half a second, "I might have struggled for a long time before I truly dared to step out."



    



    "It was the same at the blood donation station today."



    



    "I actually did want to squeeze in the lobby with everyone else. I usually can't sleep on typhoon nights, and being around people gives me courage."



    



    "But when you said there were beds and an on-call room in Building 6, I didn't hesitate at all to follow you."



    



    "Even though we had to go through that long corridor, I didn't tell you 'never mind, it's too much trouble, I'll just stay in the lobby.'"



    



    Sheng Xia wasn't usually very talkative, only getting particularly chatty when discussing documentaries she was interested in. Otherwise, she rarely spoke in long paragraphs.



    



    And she wasn't even pausing for breath.



    



    "So on the way here, I kept wondering why."



    



    Why the atmosphere between them was strange today?



    



    Why she felt so strange – it was her most dreaded typhoon day, yet she felt oddly excited. Playing with the flashlight to spook people was something she had only done with Tong Caixi before, and she didn't think she was that familiar with Cheng Liang yet.



    



    Until Cheng Liang said all that.



    



    But just as she was processing it, Cheng Liang said, "Forget it."



    



    Forget what?



    



    Her family's values had never included "forgetting it". The people in her family didn't just walk back on something once it had already happened and was almost laid out.



    



    And this wasn't just about one person.



    



    The upright Sheng Xia's chest heaved sharply several times in the darkness before she spoke again.



    



    "I kept calling you Dr. Cheng because......" She bit her lip.



    



    Because at first, Cheng Liang seemed lazy and unwilling to connect with people, so she couldn't change how she addressed him as easily as she did with Zhou Xian. But then, as they got to know each other better, she got used to it.



    



    And besides, she always felt this title really suited him.



    



    He was such a prickly but genuinely caring doctor. He wasn't someone who stopped caring about patients once they were discharged. Otherwise, he wouldn't have remembered the last name of the person at the late-night stall just from a glance



    



    He also wouldn't control her diet whenever he had the chance, doing it as if it were a matter of course.



    



    At that time, he was Dr. Cheng.



    



    Sheng Xia had so much more she wanted to say, her surging emotions causing her chest to heave as she opened her mouth, but then she suddenly deflated.



    



    "Forget it," she said.



    



    It was as if she had forgotten that just a second ago, she had been angry to death because of those two words, insisting her family didn't have that kind of saying.



    



    Forget it. This was indeed not a matter for just one person. When one person said that, what could the other do?



    



    "I won't call you Dr. Cheng anymore," she said softly, turning the flashlight back on again.



    



    Cheng Liang's shadow became a huge black silhouette under the flashlight as he took a step forward, standing on the step where Sheng Xia was.



    



    The staircase was narrow, and the two of them ended up squeezed together.



    



    He reached out and turned off the flashlight that Sheng Xia had just turned on again.



    



    After the darkness returned, Sheng Xia heard Cheng Liang's hoarse voice, breathing into her ear.



    



    He said: "Forget it, my ass!"

  
    Chapter 33



    



    Sheng Xia, Cheng Liang



    



    



    



    Cheng Liang felt that he was probably a weirdo.



    



    From Sheng Xia's words, he could hear much more than what she actually said - the lack of light was helpful, making it easier for him to focus. He caught the implied meanings behind every sentence, remembering the tone of each word she spoke.



    



    So, in his excitement, he took a step forward.



    



    He originally intended to move closer and hug her, but after following his impulse to turn off the flashlight in Sheng Xia's hand, his overly excited mouth blurted out something that completely ruined the mood.



    



    He said something crude...



    



    Then, he suddenly remembered.



    



    He had just said "forget it" without explaining anything, and now if he hugged her directly, would it be taking advantage of her?



    



    This thought immediately cooled his earlier excitement.



    



    So what should he do next?



    



    Cheng Liang's mind went blank.



    



    He recalled that last year or the year before, his sixteen-year-old nephew bragged during a family gathering that he had a new girlfriend and teased Cheng Liang for still being single, suggesting he didn't know how to woo a girl.



    



    How had he responded back then?



    



    He vaguely remembered saying that such things are as innate as eating, sleeping, and playing games, and that an ignorant brat shouldn't talk nonsense.



    



    Now it seemed he was the one talking nonsense.



    



    What did he mean by saying it was innate as eating, sleeping, and playing games?



    



    Could his so-called "innate" ability teach him how to proceed without ruining the atmosphere?



    



    But with them standing so close like this...



    



    He really wanted to hug her.



    



    He had wanted to for a while now – even back when he led her through the old town district in the dark, before he had figured out his own feelings.



    



    But after such a botched confession, if he hugged her now......



    



    Could he even hug her properly?



    



    Which way should he tilt his head, left or right......



    



    ............



    



    While Dr. Cheng was busy with self-criticism until his confidence shattered, Sheng Xia, who had been waiting in the darkness for a long time, tugged at Cheng Liang's clothes.



    



    She didn't know what to do next either, but she could still read the atmosphere. Her heart was racing, just like when she watched Transformers as a kid.



    



    Cheng Liang cleared his throat and closed his eyes.



    



    "Sheng Xia," he said, "Do you want to make a plan for us to try dating?"



    



    He was truly a weirdo.



    



    After all that struggle, this was the only cheesy line he could come up with.



    



    In his panic, he still remembered Sheng Xia's obsession with planning, so he forced himself to phrase his words in a way that would appeal to her.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Although she was a bit dazed by how things had progressed, she still vaguely felt that Cheng Liang had skipped some steps.



    



    So she tugged at Cheng Liang's clothes again.



    



    After finishing his shift in the ER, Cheng Liang had changed back into his own clothes, most of which were softened from his peculiar habit of overwashing. Sheng Xia pulled at his T-shirt twice, seemingly finding the fabric nice to the touch, she just gripped onto it and didn't let go.



    



    "Mm?" Cheng Liang could only make a monosyllabic sound, wondering why she was tugging at him.



    



    After all, just a minute ago he had mustered the courage to pose that question to her, yet not only did she not answer, she was now carefully tugging at him and refusing to let go after.



    



    "Do you...... like me?" Sheng Xia asked.



    



    Even in the darkness, it was clear she was very serious.



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    He was really stunned. They had been talking in this dark place for half an hour now – had he not been clear enough?



    



    "Then... you..." The girl paused for some reason, her tone a bit strange, "Are you willing to wait five years for me?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "Huh?"



    



    It wasn't his fault.



    



    Male hormones told him that single-syllable responses were cooler, and his voice wasn't unpleasant, so responding this way allowed him to flaunt his peacock feathers a bit.



    



    But "huh" wouldn't work.



    



    "Huh" sounded especially dumb.



    



    But he could only "huh" now. After "huh," he almost slipped into dialect: "What...... do you mean?"



    



    "I originally planned to date in five years," Sheng Xia said, looking up. Though her face couldn't be seen in the dark, she was looking up. "So are you willing to wait for me for five years?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Was this really a question of willingness?



    



    Five years from now he'd be......over thirty......



    



    But......



    



    "...Okay," he said.



    



    Just five years. After all, in the past twenty-some years, he hadn't met anyone like Sheng Xia, and he probably wouldn't in the future either.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    "Then you can keep calling me Dr. Cheng. When the day you planned comes, you can change it," he continued.



    



    Anyway, the girl lived just upstairs from him.



    



    That worked too.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang: "Hmm?"



    



    He could play it cool with single syllables again.



    



    To him, Sheng Xia wasn't rejecting him. It was just that starting to date right away would ruin her plan. This understanding made Cheng Liang quite happy now.



    



    "Are you often deceived by people?" Sheng Xia's voice softened.



    



    Cheng Liang: "?"



    



    "How could you agree to even this?" Sheng Xia asked again.



    



    It was too cramped, so she gave up struggling and shrank closer to Cheng Liang. If he extended his arms, she would be in his arms.



    



    Luckily, Cheng Liang wasn't that dense – he did extend his arms.



    



    "I just wanted... to tease you," Sheng Xia said, her voice muffled.



    



    Cheng Liang hadn't explicitly said he liked her before proposing they date, even though that was what he meant.



    



    So Sheng Xia suddenly felt like teasing him a bit.



    



    She didn't usually tease people, and she didn't expect Cheng Liang to actually just agree to it. He usually acted like a bigshot, so she didn't think he was that naive.



    



    Cheng Liang then held her tighter.



    



    Finally got to hug her.



    



    He thought about it, then in a rather mood-breaking way added: "Then should we pick a sunny day soon to count as our first day together?"



    



    He emphasized the word "soon".



    



    "Hmm," Sheng Xia nodded in his arms.



    



    Cheng Liang held her for a long while, then asked: "Besides the typhoon incident, do you have any other matters?"



    



    Afraid she might not understand, he clarified: "Things that seem casual when mentioned to others, but you actually haven't fully talked about yet."



    



    It had made him feel distressed.



    



    Mainly because he had actually seen those scars.



    



    "In the future," Sheng Xia said, also putting her arms around Cheng Liang.



    



    This messy confession actually made Sheng Xia feel sweet.



    



    It was messy because they were both serious.



    



    "Also," the man had probably gotten overly excited and was re-playing things in his head again "why do you call me Dr. Cheng?"



    



    She hadn't answered that question.



    



    He almost let her gloss over it.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She slightly straightened up, turned on her phone, and looked at the time.



    



    "We've been in this corridor for thirty minutes now," Sheng Xia said and showed him her phone, "Why haven't we heard any noise from Xixi and Zhou Xian?"



    



    "There was," Cheng Liang also turned on his phone and showed Sheng Xia his WeChat conversation.



    



    Zhou Xian: "？We've arrived, where are you guys?"



    



    Zhou Xian: "I'm calling the cops!"



    



    Zhou Xian: "Damn, don't tell me you two actually went off to tell ghost stories somewhere..."



    



    Zhou Xian: "I'm scared of ghosts! When Sheng Xia comes back, tell her not to mention it!"



    



    Zhou Xian: "No wait, you guys aren't actually patrolling the place in the dark, are you? You suddenly becoming so responsible for Sheng Xia, are you trying to win a model worker award?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "............"



    



    Cheng Liang expressionlessly turned off his phone: "So I didn't reply."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Oh."



    



    



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    



    



    "......That's it?" After the typhoon passed, Sheng Xia recounted the events in the dark corridor to her best friend during their girl time.



    



    "That's it." Sheng Xia hugged a pillow, looking serious.



    



    Tang Caixi looked utterly bewildered: "You two are really too......"



    



    Messy? Unromantic? Lacking passion?



    



    Moreover, she didn't feel their interactions changed much afterward. If Sheng Xia hadn't brought it up herself, she wouldn't have noticed they were already together.



    



    She, the self-proclaimed love expert who had chased enough men to circle around Lucheng, hadn't even noticed!



    



    How could they just...be together like that?



    



    "You......" Tang Caixi leaned in close, almost touching Sheng Xia's face, looking serious. "What do you feel?"



    



    Sheng Xia tilted her head: "I'm starting to learn to call him Cheng Liang."



    



    She had no clue about the subject of love at all, but she wasn't worried about her learning ability.



    



    It probably couldn't be harder than studying for the postgrad entrance exam.



    



    Tang Caixi: "............"



    



    "Is that not right?" Sheng Xia finally realized from Tang Caixi's furrowed, distressed brow that something was off.



    



    "That's not how romance works!" Tang Caixi grabbed Sheng Xia's shoulders and shook her. "You're supposed to have your heart racing, face flushing, feeling shy and anxious!! What kind of romance is this?! And it's been three or four days since the typhoon passed. What have you two even been doing these past few days? He went back to work at the hospital, so no time to come home, and I haven't seen you two constantly texting either! Last night, when I got off work and went home with you, we met him. What did you two do? Just nod at each other and ask if the other had eaten before going your separate ways back home!! Even the old men doing their evening strolls downstairs ask in a more intimate way! How can couples ask questions like that!! Even divorced people are more affectionate than you two!!"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She needed a moment to process all that.



    



    Heart racing, blushing, feeling shy and anxious...



    



    She actually had those feelings at the beginning, but they disappeared once they found the UPS power and turned on the lights.



    



    Those complex feelings weren't as memorable as Cheng Liang's hug in the corridor.



    



    But ultimately, those emotions were hard to fully encapsulate in just those words, so Sheng Xia chose to ignore Tang Caixi's first question.



    



    As for what they had been doing these past three or four days...



    



    Sheng Xia pulled out her phone, opened WeChat, clicked on Cheng Liang's chat, and stuffed it in Tang Caixi's face.



    



    Cheng Liang's contact name had changed from "Dr. Cheng" to "Cheng Liang" with a robot emoji after - Tang Caixi could tell it was probably supposed to be Optimus Prime.



    



    The first message was from Cheng Liang.



    



    Cheng Liang: It's sunny and beautiful today, let's count this as our first day.



    



    Sheng Xia: Okay.



    



    Cheng Liang: I can't go home today, so we can't celebrate.



    



    Sheng Xia: Manchu_Han_Imperial_Feast.jpg



    



    Cheng Liang: ......Celebration.jpg



    



    Tang Caixi's temple throbbed, her teeth gritted as she continued reading.



    



    Cheng Liang: "Dietary Care after Cholecystectomy" from Lucheng Affiliated Hospital's official account.



    



    Sheng Xia: Optimus_Prime_received_the_order.jpg



    



    Cheng Liang: ......Can we use a different sticker pack?



    



    Sheng Xia: Confused_Optimus_Prime.jpg



    



    Cheng Liang: ..............



    



    Cheng Liang: Megatron_beating_Optimus_Prime.jpg



    



    Sheng Xia: ......I'm going to block you.



    



    Cheng Liang: ..............



    



    Cheng Liang: I'm going to the OR. There are two surgeries this morning.



    



    Cheng Liang: ......Did you really block me?



    



    Ten minutes later.



    



    Cheng Liang: I blocked Zhou Xian and discovered that blocking someone shows a notification.



    



    Cheng Liang: Optimus Prime_is_so_cool.jpg



    



    Sheng Xia: Good luck with the surgery!



    



    Tang Caixi: ..............



    



    She might have worried about the wrong thing earlier. The problem wasn't Cheng Liang, it was her best friend.



    



    Cheng Liang: I just reported your livestream.



    



    Sheng Xia: ???



    



    Sheng Xia: How did you know I had a livestream channel??



    



    Five minutes later.



    



    Sheng Xia: The livestream is still up...... Why did you report my livestream?



    



    Cheng Liang: In your livestream playback from half a month ago, you said you wanted to try chasing me. I reported it as false advertising.



    



    Sheng Xia: ....................



    



    Cheng Liang: Optimus_Prime_thumbs_up.jpg



    



    Tang Caixi: ....................



    



    She actually found sweetness in this conversation.



    



    "Forget it." Tang Caixi gave up, "Your romance seems just fine."



    



    Different pots for different lids.



    



    Tang Caixi abandoned her role as Sheng Xia's love advisor and started watching the new anime she was following while munching on duck tongue.



    



    Sheng Xia was still holding her phone, lost in thought.



    



    There was one more point in Tang Caixi's earlier rant - that she and Cheng Liang weren't affectionate enough, just asking each other if they'd eaten when they met.



    



    Sheng Xia's phone buzzed with a message from Cheng Liang, sending two pictures of the food from their hospital cafeteria.



    



    Cheng Liang: What do you want to eat? I'm on duty today. I can bring dinner back for you and rest a bit before going to the hospital.



    



    Sheng Xia frowned deeply, staring at the message for a long time.



    



    She wanted to date Cheng Liang. Even though they hadn't seen each other much these past few days and didn't chat often on WeChat, they were still busy with their own things.



    



    But she still remembered that hug from that night.



    



    Their bodies close, Cheng Liang's breathing a bit erratic, heart beating fast, just holding her tightly against his shoulders.



    



    Not crossing any lines.



    



    Yet these days, in the quiet of the night, she would recall it, and her ears would heat up.



    



    For the first time in her life, For the first time, when messaging in front of Tang Caixi, Sheng Xia angled her body slightly to keep her friend from seeing her phone screen.



    



    Sheng Xia: Cheng Liang.



    



    Sheng Xia: Let's go on a date.



    



    Sheng Xia: I'll wait for you downstairs and keep you company while you do laundry.



    



    She knew his routine – after dinner, he would wash his clothes and then sleep.



    



    She'd keep him company while he did laundry.



    



    Sheng Xia: After you finish the laundry, I'll come up and not disturb your rest.



    



    Cheng Liang was typing for a long time.



    



    After a while.



    



    Cheng Liang: Hmm.



    



    Sheng Xia covered her face with her phone, smiling.



    



    For some reason, she felt a multitude of emotions.

  
    Chapter 34



    



    Cheng Liang, Sheng Xia



    



     



    



    Due to the sudden typhoon a few days ago, Cheng Liang and Director Lin's vacations were ruined. In the face of disaster, all those undercurrents and shadiness became like passing clouds. Director Lin didn't get the staff streamlining and department mergers he had anticipated. What greeted the mentor and protégé was still the same tangled mess.



    



    The investigation into the pharmaceutical kickbacks had wide-reaching implications, even involving a publicly listed medical equipment company and two major city hospitals that were added to the investigation list. Almost everyone in the hospital had been questioned individually, but over a month of investigation was far from enough. The undercurrents within the hospital were stirring. Director Lin, who had never been involved in such things in his life, had really gotten serious about taking away some people's cake, leaving everyone unsettled and their attitudes toward Cheng Liang also became subtly different.



    



    Sun Lin, after spending a few days in detention, had been released. No one knew what he had confessed, and the investigation results were still pending. The hospital's personnel changes hadn't been announced either. Sun Lin continued working as usual. Now that Cheng Ling was back on duty, Sun Lin was still considered a trainee under Cheng Liang.



    



    After all this turmoil, Sun Lin had become very gloomy, silent all day long. In such a state, Cheng Liang didn't dare to assign him any tasks, letting him sit gloomily in the doctor's office every day. Everyone avoided Sun Lin, and Sun Lin ignored everyone.



    



    The hospital was in disarray, much like the aftermath of the recent typhoon.



    



    However, there was some good news.



    



    The project that had been snatched from Cheng Liang by the second department was reclaimed, along with all their preliminary data.



    



    So although Cheng Liang could only schedule a few simple surgeries due to his shoulder issue, he was still busy and hardly seen around.



    



    As for his romantic life...



    



    Cheng Liang was still in the doctor's office when he sent Sheng Xia pictures of the cafeteria food. After the recent battle, Director Lin had changed a lot. Originally just focused on surgery and teaching without meddling in other matters, he has now learned so-called "soft education."



    



    The recent incident made this bookworm who turns a deaf ear to everything outside finally realize that for someone who needs to support a family in Lucheng, the salary and bonuses from the hospital, if they're a bit greedy, could truly lead to hardship at any time. Even if it wasn't tight, a bit of dissatisfaction or a greedy family member could lead to endless trouble.



    



    So Director Lin did something really incredible.



    



    He created a group chat for the families of the hepatobiliary surgery department, and had each family send a representative to join. This group had no doctors, only family members.



    



    Director Lin even brought in his own wife, convincing her to be the group admin.



    



    Now, Director Lin was going through screenshots sent by his wife one by one, comparing them to the staff list. Apparently, everyone in the department should be in it, and those not in the group were just not being proactive, and he'd have to treat them to afternoon tea tomorrow.



    



    Cheng Liang, predictably, wasn't in the group.



    



    Without even looking at the list, Director Lin tossed the task of afternoon tea tomorrow to Cheng Liang and told him to randomly choose between his father or mother to add to the group. Cheng Liang didn't respond even after being asked twice.



    



    Director Lin frowned and looked up.



    



    His apprentice, who would eat candy every day like he wanted teeth to rot, was currently leaning back in his chair, sucking on a lollipop, and holding his phone with a gentle smile on his face.



    



    Director Lin: "......"



    



    He must be getting old and his eyes are going bad.



    



    So he got angry and kicked the leg of Cheng Liang's chair: "You haven't clocked out yet! Where's your mind?"



    



    Cheng Liang almost dropped his phone, looking up in shock.



    



    He didn't look at Director Lin first, but stared at Zhou Xian.



    



    Zhou Xian, unwilling to flatter anyone, could only bow his head again: "The director wants to know which family member you'll add to the group..."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He didn't want to add any of them.



    



    His mother would obliterate what little image he had left into dust, and his father...



    



    Ever since WeChat existed, his dad added him but has never sent a single word, punctuation, or emoji, so there was no point in adding him.



    



    But Director Lin was trying to rebuild, and needed support.



    



    So Cheng Liang asked: "Can I add my girlfriend?"



    



    The room fell silent.



    



    He went on babbling: "If a girlfriend is okay, I'll discuss it with her, and if she agrees, I'll add her to the group."



    



    The nearly fifty-year-old Director Lin, trying to keep up with the times, asked: "......An AI one?"



    



    After all, this was the apprentice that he had nurtured, so he didn't want to just ask if he was being delusional.



    



    With his daily two-point routine, where could he find a girlfriend? With his personality, how could he have a girlfriend?



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He could only invoke Zhou Xian as support in the dumbfounded expressions of everyone else.



    



    Zhou Xian, who actually knew nothing about them already being together, just: "???"



    



    Cheng Liang stared at Zhou Xian's baffled expression and finally fell silent.



    



    Doesn't he know?



    



    Didn't he tell Zhou Xian?



    



    On the night of the typhoon, when the four of them were playing cards, he kept letting Sheng Xia win- didn't Zhou Xian notice?



    



    Their relationship......



    



    It's been four days already!



    



    He's looking like a scumbag......



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    "Why did you buy so much?" As soon as Cheng Liang returned to the residential compound, he went straight to. Sheng Xia, dressed in home clothes with her hair tied back in a ponytail, answered the door. Her cheeks were rosy, and her eyes were sparkling.



    



    The thought that had been going through Cheng Liang's mind from the moment he left the doctors' office to the cafeteria and all the way back home - that their relationship was too unromantic - instantly dissipated like clouds parting.



    



    They were in love.



    



    One glance was enough to confirm it.



    



    Joy and excitement were impossible to hide.



    



    "This is for Tang Caixi, it also has your breakfast for tomorrow," Cheng Liang said, distributing the bags of food at the door. "This one is for the two of us to eat downstairs."



    



    Tang Caixi poked her head out from inside, her tone teasing: "Well, well, the boy is learning. You're finally starting to look like a little couple."



    



    Cheng Liang subconsciously looked at Sheng Xia.



    



    She seemed a bit shy, lowering her voice to whisper: "I told Xixi."



    



    ......



    



    So Tong Caixi didn't notice either?



    



    ......



    



    "Let's go down," Cheng Liang said, rubbing Sheng Xia's head in front of Tang Caixi.



    



    Reflecting, he realized that they had just been too lowkey.



    



    Sheng Xia was stunned for a moment, her eyes crinkling at the corners, her ears turning slightly red.



    



    What had started as Cheng Liang playfully ruffling her hair took an unexpected turn as his hand slid down, gently caressing Sheng Xia's ear.



    



    "It's red," he said, his voice low.



    



    Sheng Xia's face turned bright red as she stared at him with wide eyes.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled, his usually droopy eyes lighting up, enhancing his tear mole.



    



    Satisfied.



    



    "...Damn it." Tong Caixi cursed, grabbing the bag of food meant for them and grumbling as she pushed Sheng Xia out the door. "I'm single! Do that again and I'll call the cops!"



    



    She had spent hours worrying that there were no blushing or pounding hearts between them. She had been wondering if Cheng Liang, despite seeming like a good guy, was a bit too straight-laced – whether these two would just skip the romance phase and jump straight to a respectful, professional relationship.



    



    Turns out she was overthinking it.



    



    "Out, out, out..." Tong Caixi laughed and cursed as she slammed the door shut.



    



    It even made her, a bystander, blush and heart race.



    



    She hasn't encountered anyone she particularly wants to pursue lately. She should probably binge-watch some shows to find her hormones again.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    In the elevator, Sheng Xia's face was still red as she stared at the door, her ears burning hot.



    



    Despite it being a decently sized elevator, Cheng Liang insisted on squeezing in next to her, holding the food in one hand and grasping her hand with the other.



    



    This was actually their second time holding hands. The first time was when they accidentally held hands at the late-night stall, and Sheng Xia had thought Cheng Liang looked like the puppy she petted when she was a child.



    



    ......



    



    Of course, even the upright Sheng Xia understood that she had to keep this secret to herself until the grave. Saying it out loud could get her beaten like a dog.



    



    Moreover, her heart was actually beating faster now than it did on the day of their confession.



    



    The way Cheng Liang held her hand was different from the first time, when it was like a dog grabbing something with its mouth. This time, he directly enveloped her hand.



    



    Truly enveloped it – his large hand covered her entire fist, holding it tightly.



    



    At that moment, Sheng Xia realized she had never been held by someone like this before. Or maybe she had, but she was too young then to remember.



    



    She wiggled her hand in Cheng Liang's palm.



    



    It was dry and warm, but a bit rough.



    



    Sheng Xia's fist turned in Cheng Liang's palm, her index finger extending to scratch the rough spot on his palm.



    



    "Tsk." Cheng Liang, whether from the itch or embarrassment, lowered his head and glared at Sheng Xia.



    



    Sheng Xia didn't notice.



    



    She was focused on scratching that rough spot, so focused that even when the elevator doors opened and Cheng Liang pulled her to the entrance, she was still oblivious.



    



    "What are you touching?" Cheng Liang asked gruffly.



    



    In this dry weather, she was about to rub a spark out of him.



    



    A spark of...desire.



    



    "There's a scar here," Sheng Xia said, clearly oblivious to Cheng Liang's self-consciousness, and looked up with bright, innocent eyes, "Did it peel because of too much disinfectant?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    His thoughts just got disinfected too.



    



    "Yes, and wounds don't heal easily there." The quick-witted Cheng Liang lifted his hand to examine front and back, clicking his tongue again as he pointed to the scar on the back. "This little thing just got a bit scraped a few months ago and scarred over."



    



    Though Cheng Liang's hands were long and slender, his skin was quite rough upon closer look, without a single long nail, and there were scars on both the backs and palms.



    



    As he spoke, he brought his hand closer to Sheng Xia's face, the end of that last sentence rising in intonation.



    



    Shamelessly.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Her heart rate, which had eased a bit, suddenly raced up again. She took a step back, fanning her flushed face and muttering to herself: "This is all Xixi's fault."



    



    What blushing and pounding hearts.



    



    Now her heart wouldn't stop racing.



    



    "Hm?" Cheng Liang was puzzled why a third party's name would come up at this moment.



    



    "I'll buy you some hand cream. My dad's hands often crack too, and it worked well for him," Sheng Xia had already changed the subject, slipping off her shoes with practiced ease.



    



    Cheng Liang had bought house slippers for all three of them, and she had put Optimus Prime stickers on hers.



    



    "Let's eat first." As expected, keeping some distance from Cheng Liang made her heartbeat return to normal.



    



    Cheng Liang stood at the entrance for a while before slowly changing his shoes and bringing the food inside. Sheng Xia had already set out the bowls and chopsticks.



    



    The blush on her face had finally faded completely, and as she sat at the table waiting for dinner, her back straight as usual, the smile that hadn't gone away before still lingered at the corners of her mouth.



    



    Cheng Liang suddenly chuckled softly.



    



    A mix of emotions overwhelmed him.



    



    It was only today that he finally felt what being in love truly meant.



    



    This girl, sitting straight with her bright gaze, had appeared in his dreams many times. He had made up so many excuses to actively get closer to her, and the first moment he knocked on the door of 302 and saw her, the surge of joy in his heart was possibly the most dramatic shift in emotions he'd felt in years.



    



    He liked her.



    



    He liked her so much that a lazy person like him would especially make a trip back home during his scant two to three hours of rest time, his mind getting distracted just from seeing her flushed earlobes, checking his phone for any messages from her the first chance he got at work.



    



    This was very unfamiliar to him.



    



    He even vaguely understood now what Director Lin had been harping about with that carrot dangling in front of a donkey.



    



    "Sheng Xia." Cheng Liang carefully picked out all the dried bamboo shoots from his noodle bowl and put them into Sheng Xia's bowl, looking into her eyes with an unusually serious expression, "I like you."



    



    The three words he hadn't said out loud that typhoon night, he now wanted to say face to face.



    



    Sheng Xia's chopsticks froze midair with a strand of noodles, stunned.



    



    "I'm not a proactive person," Cheng Liang continued, "So even though I had these kinds of thoughts about you very early on, I still dragged my feet."



    



    "I'm..." Cheng Liang lowered his head, the corner of his mouth quirking down. "Not a very upright person."



    



    "Honestly, I'm a strange person." He looked up again, "You must have heard the gossip from the nurses when you were in the hospital. Many colleagues don't like me, partly because Director Lin's favoritism breeds resentment, and partly because my personality is unlikable."



    



    Sheng Xia slightly opened her mouth, seeming like she wanted to interject.



    



    Cheng Liang paused, signaling her to speak.



    



    "You...having money is also a reason they don't like you much." Sheng Xia's voice was soft but very firm. "You have resources, but you don't seem proactive and you're wealthy."



    



    Which makes you annoying.



    



    Cheng Liang clicked his tongue.



    



    This girl really sees everything.



    



    "So I just want to ask you," Cheng Liang got to the point, "What do you like about me?"



    



    Then, he added: "Besides Optimus Prime!"



    



    Surely she couldn't like him just for looking like a Transformer.



    



    After asking, Cheng Liang just looked at Sheng Xia, his mouth pressed tightly together, both hands gripping together unnaturally.



    



    He was nervous.



    



    This question was very important to him.



    



    So he had set it up for so long, said it so casually, and added that unnatural attempt to lighten the mood at the end.



    



    Sheng Xia took a slow sip of soup.



    



    Then she slowly chewed a piece of bamboo shoot.



    



    Finally, she took two more bites of noodles, chewing them thoroughly before swallowing.



    



    When Cheng Liang narrowed his eyes and began tapping the table impatiently, she looked up with a smile, her eyes curved, "I just... like you."



    



    In the dark alley that night, in the corridor during the typhoon, during rounds.



    



    And now.



    



    Awkward, with that cowlick still sticking up defiantly, hating evil, calling himself a strange person with an unlikable personality, but then getting unhappy when she pointed out why he was unlikable.



    



    She just likes him.

  
    Chapter 35



    



    "I've been looking for my carrot recently."



    



     



    



    For someone upright who had never dated before, Sheng Xia's direct admission packed a punch. Cheng Liang couldn't help the corners of his mouth curving up, and even after taking a big gulp of noodle soup, he couldn't wipe that smile away.



    



    After saying that, Sheng Xia lowered her head and continued eating her noodles in a very health-conscious manner, taking small bites and chewing slowly. As always, she disliked the shredded meat, but her eyes would crinkle whenever she got a bamboo shoot.



    



    Such a lovely and interesting girl.



    



    Cheng Liang reached out and squeezed Sheng Xia's cheek like it was dough, making it puff up softly, paired with her clear eyes full of question marks.



    



    "Eat your noodles," Cheng Liang said happily, retracting his hand and placing the smallest and tenderest piece of braised pork rib from the takeout into Sheng Xia's bowl.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    She also reached out her hand eagerly.



    



    Cheng Liang raised his brows, voluntarily bringing his face closer.



    



    Sheng Xia smiled and used both hands to pinch and pull Cheng Liang's cheeks to the sides, stretching them into a straight line.



    



    "...I'll hit you," Cheng Liang mumbled, his words muffled by his pinched cheeks, but his eyes were full of smiles.



    



    Sheng Xia laughed so hard her nose wrinkled, her eyes squinting into crescents, not caring how ungainly her expression was as she laughed freely.



    



    Cheng Liang laughed along, the two of them like fools, unable to eat two bites of noodles without curving their lips into smiles.



    



    There must have been too much sugar in the soup, Cheng Liang thought.



    



    Maybe something else was added too.



    



    It was such a beautiful scene, one that a lazy person like him didn't feel he deserved.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    "Why do you like doing laundry?" After the meal, Cheng Liang really did start doing laundry.



    



    He had a whole row of washing machines – large, medium, and small sizes, front-loaders, dryers, and even a spiral one. He had a dedicated laundry room, which opened into a sunroom she could see from upstairs, housing a few nearly dead cacti and space for drying clothes.



    



    This was possibly the most nouveau riche part of Cheng Liang's home, aside from that intimidating crystal chandelier.



    



    He liked doing laundry.



    



    And was well-equipped for it.



    



    "It's stress-relieving," Cheng Liang thought for a moment, then added, "It's probably a quirk. Maybe I was a washing machine in my past life, I often dream of tumbling around in a spin cycle."



    



    Sheng Xia thought about it seriously, then nodded in agreement: "Mm, it's possible."



    



    Cheng Liang gave her a sideways look: "How is it possible?"



    



    Even though he was the one who said it first.



    



    "Washing machines have over 160 years of history, so a past life is possible." Sheng Xia was very serious.



    



    Cheng Liang laughed in exasperation, nodding towards Sheng Xia's camera: "Why are you filming me?"



    



    She was even using a professional camera, not a phone.



    



    The eco-bag she had casually slung over her shoulder on the way downstairs actually contained a camera.



    



    "To document," Sheng Xia smiled behind the lens.



    



    She wanted to capture the important moments in her life.



    



    Cheng Liang put down the clothes, turned, and squinted: "You didn't agree to date me just to make a documentary, did you?"



    



    If she dared nod, he'd stuff her into the washing machine.



    



    The drying kind.



    



    The camera shook vigorously.



    



    "I'm just filming for myself," Sheng Xia emphasized. "I've also recorded a lot with Xixi and my parents."



    



    She had her own personal video album, and she had even filmed herself writing in her Optimus Prime diary. Compared to still photos, she preferred vibrant moving images.



    



    So Cheng Liang tilted his chin towards the camera, started tossing in clothes and laundry detergent, and closed the lid of the washing machine before dusting his hands.



    



    His movements were clearly very deliberate, even making his arm muscles flex.



    



    Sheng Xia laughed so hard behind the camera that her hands shook.



    



    Then Cheng Liang brought in two stools from outside, having Sheng Xia sit side by side with him in front of the washing machine. They watched the washing machine drum spin and frothed white bubbles.



    



    The scene was silly.



    



    "Nice, right?" Cheng Liang was still bragging shamelessly on the side. "Way simpler and more eco-friendly than staring at a campfire."



    



    Sheng Xia couldn't help laughing out loud.



    



    Before today, she really had no idea that doing laundry could be so fun.



    



    "Maybe I should really open a laundry shop," Cheng Liang said after the laughter, straddling the stool with his elbows on the backrest as he stared into the tumbling darkness.



    



    Sheng Xia, focused on filming the bubbles in the washing machine drum, didn't catch his expression when he said this.



    



    "Is your work not going well?" Sheng Xia asked, preparing to turn off the camera.



    



    "No need to turn it off, keep filming," Cheng Liang didn't plan to continue the topic. "Work is always like that. There's never an end to things, and there will always be annoyances."



    



    Sheng Xia obediently kept the camera on, still pointed at the washing machine.



    



    "But if you open a laundry shop, it would be the same," she said. "You'd never finish washing clothes, and I'm sure there would be new annoyances."



    



    Cheng Liang: "At least I could stare at the washing machine."



    



    Sheng Xia: "You're staring at the washing machine right now."



    



    Cheng Liang glanced at her: "Do you only like me because I'm a doctor?"



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    This person was being so childish she didn't even want to respond!



    



    "Hey!" Getting no answer, Cheng Liang stretched out his foot to kick Sheng Xia's stool.



    



    Sheng Xia scooted her stool away.



    



    Cheng Liang moved closer and continued to kick.



    



    Lightly and repeatedly making her stool shake.



    



    "I like your good looks," Sheng Xia finally retaliated when pushed to the limit, "You look really good, especially that mole."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia shoved the camera towards him, flipping the screen so he could see, "Look, you're so photogenic too."



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    "And I'm not the only one who says so," Sheng Xia delighted in finally rendering Cheng Liang speechless, unable to stop herself. "When I was hospitalized, Auntie Liu said the same thing, the young nurses even said you'd be perfect if you didn't have a mouth."



    



    "Ah?" Cheng Liang was dumbfounded.



    



    "No mouth, no talking – you'd look so handsome!" Sheng Xia concluded, turning off the camera and putting it on the floor. She then tried to pinch Cheng Liang's face again.



    



    Cheng Liang clicked his tongue, hooked his leg, and with one swift motion, pulled Sheng Xia and her chair towards him. With a bang, the back of their chair collided.



    



    The distance between them closed instantly. Cheng Liang had originally intended to pull her over to pinch her face, but midway his hand changed course, catching her ear instead.



    



    Sheng Xia shrank her neck, her face rapidly turning red again.



    



    "I was quite hesitant before," Cheng LiangCheng Liang's originally nonchalant expression turned serious due to the sudden closeness, his usually droopy eyes now focused intently on Sheng Xia.



    



    "I wondered what it would be like if we dated. Our previous WeChat conversations were all about Optimus Prime and Megatron..."



    



    Sheng Xia frowned and glared at him upon hearing Megatron's name.



    



    Cheng Liang snorted and flicked Sheng Xia's ear, "Focus!"



    



    Sheng Xia's face continued to redden.



    



    "But now, this is good."



    



    Really good.



    



    The awkwardness, the struggle, and even the need to please that he had anticipated were nonexistent. Sheng Xia was straightforward, and he didn't hide anything either. Their relationship now simply had an extra layer of intimacy beyond just being casual friends, more comfortable together.



    



    "Let's have a serious relationship," Cheng Liang said, "the kind that fills your documentary hard drive."



    



    His previous concerns had faded. Sheng Xia, who was accompanying him in doing laundry, was right next to him. The washing machine rumbled, Sheng Xia's face and ears were slightly flushed, and her clear eyes reflected him – beautiful, like a midsummer dream.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Director Lin initially thought Cheng Liang's comment about adding his girlfriend to the group was just a joke to irritate him.



    



    This brat often talked nonsense. Last time, when an older lady at the hospital insisted on setting him up on a blind date, he actually had the nerve to tell the other that he was too fickle to settle down, especially flirtatious.



    



    Who would have thought that this monkey, without a word, had actually gotten into a relationship?



    



    It wasn't apparent from his appearance, except that he had finally gotten a haircut, shorter than before, which made him look much fresher.



    



    Other changes required someone like Director Lin, who knew him well, to notice. Cheng Liang's mood had genuinely improved recently.



    



    Previously, whenever Cheng Liang assisted him in surgeries, he was like a wooden post, only doing what he was told and not moving a muscle more. Back then, Director Lin would find fault with Cheng Liang every other day, but whenever he raised an actual issue related to the surgery, Cheng Liang could answer it. It was only when Director Lin's dissatisfaction extended to other matters that Cheng Liang would stand there with drooping eyes, patiently waiting to be scolded.



    



    But recently, Cheng Liang had started asking questions.



    



    Not during surgeries, but afterwards when resting in the office, he would suddenly pop up with a question related to the day's surgery, sometimes even extending to other projects.



    



    This was highly unusual.



    



    The first time Cheng Liang asked a question, Director Lin was stunned for half a minute before he could respond.



    



    "What happened to you lately?" After Cheng Liang not only asked questions but also voluntarily took out his notebook, Director Lin was flabbergasted. "Is your family going bankrupt?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......Can you say something nice for once?"



    



    "Then what's going on with you?" Director Lin snatched Cheng Liang's notebook, flipped through a few pages, and was even more astonished. "Did you write all this yourself?"



    



    "Yes," Cheng Liang pointed to his desk, "there are a few more notebooks over there."



    



    Director Lin's eyes widened.



    



    These were medical case notes.



    



    They were records of the patients Cheng Liang had handled over the years. Although the hospital itself keeps archives, Cheng Liang's notes were clearly more meticulous and personalized for himself.



    



    He had categorized and sorted them.



    



    He had even drafted new treatment plans for patients from years ago using new drugs or updated surgical methods.



    



    He had gone back and reviewed all the patients he had seen.



    



    This was Cheng Liang!



    



    The lazy Cheng Liang who would rather have his eyes covered while being led around by a dangling carrot!



    



    "You..." Director Lin considered another possibility. "Is your shoulder not recovering well?"



    



    Was his career being cut short, hence this sudden drive?



    



    Cheng Liang: "...I told you I'm dating someone."



    



    Director Lin: "Ah?"



    



    Cheng Liang lowered his head and changed his words, "I've been looking for my carrot recently."



    



    Director Lin: "Huh?"



    



    Cheng Liang ignored him, tapping his notebook with a pen: "So Director, what's the answer to this question?"



    



    Director Lin: "......Oh."



    



    After answering, and seeing Cheng Liang lowered his head to jot down the points, Director Lin lowered his voice, "You're really dating someone?"



    



    Cheng Liang nodded.



    



    Director Lin's voice dropped even lower: "So, are you feeling pressured?"



    



    Cheng Liang thought for a moment, then shook his head: "No pressure."



    



    Sheng Xia wasn't the type of girl to demand her boyfriend's constant company. She was so independent it was almost frustrating.



    



    Director Lin was even more curious: "Then why the sudden change?"



    



    Cheng Liang pondered again, taking a bit longer this time.



    



    "Have you seen Transformers?" he asked Director Lin, "Not the movie, the animated series."



    



    Director Lin looked blank.



    



    "The main character, Optimus Prime, the truck," Cheng Liang smiled, "gets stronger when faced with stronger opponents."



    



    Director Lin: "............"



    



    Sheng Xia was strong. She had a clear plan for her future, very different from him.



    



    He couldn't be that steadfast.



    



    But at the very least, he could inch a bit closer to her.



    



    Moreover, in doing so, he discovered it wasn't so bad after all. Previously, Director Lin said that he would never dig deeper once he understood something, but Cheng Liang hadn't thought much of it then – once you get it, what's the point of digging deeper? But now that he had dug deeper, he realized that understanding and exploring further could make the difference between a director and a deputy director in the future.



    



    Director Lin didn't fully understand.



    



    But he could see that Cheng Liang was improving – more driven, full of vitality, looking better than he had ever seen him in all the years he had known him.



    



    "When you have time, bring your girlfriend along for a meal," Director Lin said happily.



    



    She must be a good girl.



    



    Cheng Liang, engrossed in writing, casually nodded.



    



    But after Director Lin left, he went out to the balcony and took out his phone, sending Sheng Xia a few messages.



    



    Cheng Liang: My mentor Lin wants to invite you for a meal. When are you free?



    



    Sheng Xia: Ah, sure. I'm free before the semester starts.



    



    Sheng Xia: What does Director Lin like?



    



    Sheng Xia: Can I buy him a pen? Like the black pen I gave you last time. I saw they have a gift box version, and the packaging is beautiful.



    



    Cheng Liang: ......Why didn't you get me the gift box version??



    



    Cheng Liang: ......Pens could only be given to me!



    



    Cheng Liang: Just bring yourself, no need to buy him anything.



    



    Cheng Liang: Pens are only for me, got it!



    



    Sheng Xia: ......OptimusPrimeLightWave.jpg



    



    Cheng Liang smiled, biting his lollipop.



    



    He was so happy he didn't notice Sun Lin in the corner of the office, gloomily staring at his computer screen.

  
    Chapter 36



    



    How severe is your obsessive planning disorder?



    



     



    



    Sheng Xia was very serious about this relationship, as evidenced by the fact that she had taken out her little notebook again.



    



    This time, she chose a pink cover with a girlish touch. She still used the same penguin pen, writing and drawing while Cheng Liang was in the study replying to emails.



    



    Both of them were busy, so whenever Cheng Liang got off from his hospital shift, Sheng Xia would come to accompany him. They would have dinner together, sit and watch the washing machine spin while chatting. They had just started dating, so they never ran out of things to talk about, with every little look and gesture making their hearts flutter.



    



    Cheng Liang cherished this time. While waiting for an email attachment to upload, he couldn't help but glance at Sheng Xia in the living room.



    



    The penguin head bobbing in her hand was particularly eye-catching.



    



    "Here." Cheng Liang came out of the study, holding a pen.



    



    Sheng Xia: "?"



    



    "Change your penguin pen." Cheng Liang waved the pen in his hand.



    



    It was also a portable pen that could be hung on a keychain, quite nice-looking, in bronze color, and shaped a bit like a sweet potato.



    



    On the sweet potato was an English word: Gallbladder.



    



    Sheng Xia: "??"



    



    Cheng Liang sounded quite proud of himself: "Returning your favor."



    



    He had spent several days looking for this pen. He remembered it was a souvenir from some exchange event, and he had gotten a liver pen. After emailing several people, he finally found the gallbladder one.



    



    The person demanded a lot in return.



    



    He had to exchange his own liver pen plus a box of signing pens to get it, gritting his teeth to make the exchange.



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Thank you."



    



    So, this was the so-called...... romance of a doctor, giving her a bronze gallbladder after removing hers, as a keychain she could carry around......



    



    Sheng Xia stared at the gallbladder pen, which, with a twist, revealed a ballpoint pen tip. It didn't seem much better than her penguin pen Cheng Liang had complained about several times!



    



    "What are you writing?" Cheng Liang's attention was no longer on the pen. He leaned over to look at Sheng Xia's pink notebook.



    



    It seemed to be a very commercially-produced planner, the title prominently displaying: Dating Plan.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    She even divided it into stages.



    



    He only took a quick glance and saw that Sheng Xia had placed kissing at the end of the plan.



    



    Before that, there were activities like watching movies, going to amusement parks, stargazing, shopping, drinking milk tea together, meeting the parents, and a long list of tiny, unreadable words.



    



    Cheng Liang: "............"



    



    And the person who made this hard-to-understand chart was not embarrassed at all, looking at him with bright, expectant eyes.



    



    As if waiting for him to praise her brilliant planning, as if waiting for his promise that they would methodically follow each step.



    



    Cheng Liang closed the pink notebook.



    



    "Sheng Xia." Cheng Liang was serious, "How severe is your obsessive planning disorder?"



    



    Sheng Xia blinked.



    



    Cheng Liang still had a serious expression.



    



    Sheng Xia thought for a moment: "It's actually not that bad. If it's due to uncontrollable circumstances..."



    



    Though she would feel uncomfortable, she could quickly regain her composure and revise her plan.



    



    The rest of her words were cut off.



    



    Because Cheng Liang had both hands on the back of the sofa, leaning forward, his head close to Sheng Xia's face.



    



    Very close, almost touching.



    



    Sheng Xia shut her mouth and held her breath.



    



    Cheng Liang let out a low chuckle, his brow slightly furrowed as he tilted his head and lightly brushed against the corner of her mouth.



    



    Sheng Xia's eyes widened like a startled rabbit.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't immediately pull back after the kiss, maintaining that intimate proximity as he asked in a low, husky voice: "Can you accept this kind of uncontrollable circumstance?"



    



    His voice was low and husky.



    



    Sheng Xia's fingers curled into a ball at her sides, and her wide eyes showed some emotion.



    



    Who asks something like that!



    



    Cheng Liang chuckled again, the corners of his downcast eyes crinkling upwards.



    



    He reached behind Sheng Xia's head and gently pulled her into another kiss.



    



    This time, he could finally confirm that intimate contact like this was innate, the natural attraction between the opposite sexes undoubtedly one of the most beautiful things in the world.



    



    So beautiful that he couldn't resist kissing her over and over.



    



    But after Sheng Xia's initial shock passed, her proactive nature emerged. In their moment of closeness, she secretly stuck out the tip of her tongue.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He finally let go of Sheng Xia.



    



    Two adults alone, his bedroom just a two meter walk away.



    



    Mutually attracted, and Sheng Xia seemed easy to deceive.



    



    She was really the kind of person who, once she decided, would dive in headfirst. Her eyes, apart from shyness, were full of trust.



    



    "If we keep kissing, your whole plan will be ruined." His voice was hoarse, partly due to physical reaction, partly due to psychological reaction.



    



    His strange sense of pride had been triggered.



    



    Being wholly trusted made his heart swell, made him reluctant to betray that trust, made him want to protect this fool.



    



    "Is there a priority in your plan?" Trying to suppress his reaction, he flipped open the pink notebook again.



    



    This time Sheng Xia didn't dare let him see, covering most of it with her hand, blushing silently.



    



    "What do you want to do most?" Cheng Liang couldn't help but kiss her flushed ear again.



    



    Hmm, it really was addicting.



    



    Sheng Xia covered her now-red ear, pointing to the plan with the gallbladder pen.



    



    She indeed had marked priorities – those with bigger stars were what she wanted to do most.



    



    The ones with many stars were all childlike activities.



    



    Amusement parks, theme parks, camping, and even a children's park.



    



    Cheng Liang's eyes darkened slightly, and he reached out to ruffle Sheng Xia's fluffy hair.



    



    For most of her childhood, her parents weren't around, leaving some regrets from her childhood, often subconsciously.



    



    Compared to her peers, she liked childish things more, like Optimus Prime, and the children's park marked with six bold stars in her notebook.



    



    "The bumper cars in this children's park have truck designs in the same colors as Optimus Prime," Sheng Xia said with a smile. "Xixi has a phobia of amusement parks and can't go with me. Can you go with me instead?"



    



    She was still her usual sunny self, hiding most of her scars in the shadows. The brighter her sunshine, the deeper those shadows, until she herself forgot about the scars.



    



    Only occasionally did they peek through in dappled hints of dimmed light.



    



    "I'll go with you on my next day off," Cheng Liang felt a pang of heartache.



    



    His eyes, which had been numb to life and death from years of being a doctor, finally showed a slight ripple of emotion.



    



    Though at that time, no one knew whether this ripple was good or bad.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    That trip to the children's park never happened.



    



    On the day Cheng Liang was on duty in the ward, Deputy Director Li was taken away by the police. A police car arrived early in the morning at the employee residence area of the Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University, and he was taken directly from his home.



    



    Photos of the incident quickly circulated through several doctors' private group chats. Deputy Director Li was handcuffed and taken away, a stark contrast to the previous polite inquiries by the police. He was even still wearing his pajamas.



    



    When the doctors at Lucheng Affiliated Hospital arrived for work that day, they discovered that Deputy Director Li was not the only one who had been taken away.



    



    The directors of two departments were also missing. The hepatobiliary surgery department had become a disaster area with both the director and deputy director gone. Director Lin, the director of the first department, went to the dean's office early that day and never returned to his department.



    



    For the first time in his medical career, Director Lin missed a scheduled surgery. He called Cheng Liang at the last minute to have a retired professor take over as a lead surgeon, with Cheng assisting since he was familiar with the patient's condition.



    



    Director Lin said nothing about the situation over the phone.



    



    All hospital operations proceeded normally, but the normally active work group chats remained completely silent for the entire day without a single new message.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    11:30 pm.



    



    Cheng Liang peered around outside the hospital entrance and saw Sheng Xia waving energetically at him from across the street, her camera bag slung over her shoulder.



    



    Cheng Liang smiled, gesturing for her to stay put as he waited for the pedestrian light to change before dashing across.



    



    "Why didn't you just go home directly?" Cheng Liang was slightly out of breath from running when he arrived in front of Sheng Xia.



    



    The sultry August night and his panting made Sheng Xia feel a slight itch in her heart.



    



    "I wanted to show you what I filmed," Sheng Xia took out the camera in her bag. "I went back to the old town area earlier to reshoot the place you first took me."



    



    "Xixi went with me," she quickly added before Cheng Liang could frown. "I wanted to come to the hospital to see you, so she went home first."



    



    Cheng Liang smiled and lightly tapped Sheng Xia's forehead with his index finger, as gently as a feather brushing past.



    



    Sheng Xia just giggled, covering her forehead with her hand.



    



    "...What did you film?" Cheng Liang felt he might kiss her right there on the street, so he turned away and leaned over to look at the camera screen with her.



    



    Sheng Xia had been wrapping up filming for a documentary recently and reshooting many scenes, including the paper post about children crying at night they had seen together that day. The message remained the same, but another note had been added below in the same handwriting: "Thank you to the kind passersby, my child no longer cries at night."



    



    The unscientific folk belief that made people smile took on new meaning now that the poster expressed heartfelt gratitude for the subsequent development.



    



    Regardless of why the child stopped crying, anyone who had read that sign would feel as if they had really helped.



    



    It was warming.



    



    So Sheng Xia smiled sweetly.



    



    Late at night, she wanted to share that warmth with Cheng Liang.



    



    Even though she could have just sent the video through WeChat, she insisted on coming in person. After showing it to him, she contentedly turned off the camera and put it back in her bag.



    



    "You should go back to the hospital. I'll go home now." She said, satisfied that she had completed her mission, with a sheen of sweat glistening on her nose.



    



    As she turned to leave, her ponytail brushed against Cheng Liang's arm, feeling cool.



    



    Cheng Liang caught her wrist.



    



    His movements unhurried. He first carefully stowed away the camera Sheng Xia had haphazardly shoved into her bag, zipping it closed and setting it behind her back. Then he smoothed out her slightly messy ponytail before reaching out to wipe the beads of sweat from the tip of her nose.



    



    The intimate gestures were laced with reluctance.



    



    "Sorry, I can't take the day off tomorrow." He had mentioned it on WeChat earlier and now repeated it in person.



    



    Of course he knew why Sheng Xia had come.



    



    Though he had never brought up the major incident at the hospital, he knew Sheng Xia must have found out, especially with the talkative Zhou Xian in their friend group.



    



    To others, this late-night comfort may have seemed insignificant. But to him, it meant everything.



    



    Seeing too much human wickedness made it necessary to witness the opposite.



    



    Like the video Sheng Xia went out of her way to show him, like Sheng Xia herself.



    



    "I was planning on going to campus tomorrow anyway," Sheng Xia rose on her tiptoes to pat Cheng Liang's head, like comforting a giant dog.



    



    He had his hair freshly trimmed, hiding his always unruly cowlick in the middle, unnoticed by others, but Sheng Xia could always find it.



    



    She had heard about the major incident at his hospital today.



    



    She had heard he had been overwhelmed recently, downing coffee after coffee and even visiting the gym less.



    



    She had heard that Sun Lin was still cooperating with the police investigation and the hospital was keeping him on, so Cheng Liang often ended up doing the work of two people with Sun Lin unable to fulfill his duties.



    



    These were all second-hand information from Tang Caixi, who had heard everything from Zhou Xian.



    



    But she herself knew nothing.



    



    Even though she and Cheng Liang saw each other often, the hospital being close to home, and even if it was not a day off, when Cheng Liang stopped by to bring suitable meals for her during his breaks.



    



    They seemed to talk about everything.



    



    But rarely about his work.



    



    He disliked bringing up troubles in front of her, always appearing in good spirits, playfully pinching her cheeks and ruffling her hair.



    



    So the most Sheng Xia could do was provide this small comfort through her filmed footage, like egging him on through the anesthetic haze before, recharging him from behind a veil.



    



    Cheer up.



    



    This time, she didn't say it out loud, she just looked at the tired Cheng Liang and patted his head again.
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    Sheng Xia must be a living Bodhisattva



    



     



    



    Director Lin saw the two people hugging by the roadside from his car. He had been dealing with stress all day, feeling irritable. Initially, he disapproved of these young people embracing in the middle of the road late at night. Then he took a second look and thought the man looked familiar.



    



    So, he looked a third time and immediately hit the brakes.



    



    The embracing pair turned their heads at the screeching sound.



    



    Director Lin: "......"



    



    Wasn't that his prized student Cheng Liang, the one he wanted to smack with a stick in his dreams?



    



    "There's a coffee shop right under the inpatient wing, or at least a 24-hour convenience store across the street!" Director Lin pulled over, opened the door, and got out, scolding angrily, "Why are you hugging a girl in the middle of the street?!"



    



    Moreover, Cheng Liang, seeing him, pulled the girl behind him as if to hide her.



    



    What?!



    



    Did he think he would eat her?



    



    "Hello, Director Lin." Luckily, the girl was quite unbothered, peeking out from behind Cheng Liang.



    



    The girl had fair skin, delicate features, and bright, straightforward eyes.



    



    Director Lin suddenly felt the girl looked familiar.



    



    "I'm Sheng Xia, I was the patient in bed 16 next to Aunt Liu." The girl introduced herself in a distinctive manner.



    



    It took Director Lin half a second to process before his eyes flew wide.



    



    "You..." He couldn't scold too harshly in front of the girl, so he could only point at Cheng Liang, trembling with anger. "You've got guts!"



    



    Dating a patient?!



    



    Unfortunately, his most infuriating pupil was also his most shameless - completely unruffled. Cheng Liang smiled nonchalantly and gently pushed the girl a bit further away, seemingly saying goodbye.



    



    Touching her head and hands affectionately.



    



    It would have been more appropriate to look away.



    



    Yet perhaps finding Cheng Liang's rare display of tenderness novel, he couldn't help but linger, hands behind his back as he shamelessly watched the whole scene play out.



    



    "Text me when you get home." They were indeed saying goodbye, but after being disturbed by Director Lin, Cheng Liang's expression was tinged with helplessness.



    



    The old man was really too bright as a lightbulb.



    



    And still refusing to leave.



    



    Watching the show!



    



    "Sleep early," Cheng Liang reminded again.



    



    Sheng Xia's slightly blushing face was too endearing. If not for that old man looming behind them, he would have hugged her a bit longer.



    



    She was upright and true to her word.



    



    She had promised to keep cheering him on during anesthesia, and she did.



    



    No matter how stressful work was, the moment he hugged her, everything felt better.



    



    Reluctant to part, he reached out to pinch her cheek again, reminding her again: "Take the main road, no shortcuts."



    



    It was just a five-minute walk home along the main roads. From where they stood, they could almost see the entrance of the community.



    



    But Cheng Liang still seriously instructed: "I'll wait until you're inside the community before going back."



    



    Sheng Xia was amused, her embarrassment from being caught by Director Lin diminishing. She tiptoed to whisper in Cheng Liang's ear: "Will Director Lin scold you later?"



    



    Cheng Liang also bent down to her ear and replied: "No."



    



    He thought for a moment and bent down again: "He just has a loud voice."



    



    Straightening up, then bending once more: "He's actually very soft-hearted. He still secretly cries when he sees patients recover and leave the hospital..."



    



    "Cheng Liang!" Director Lin, having heard everything clearly, gritted his teeth.



    



    Cheng Liang finally stood up straight, smiled, and watched Sheng Xia walk away. After she entered the community, he turned and took a lollipop from his pocket, offering it to Director Lin: "Director, have a candy."



    



    Director Lin: "......"



    



    Sheng Xia must be a living Bodhisattva.



    



    How did this brat manage to find a girlfriend?!



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    "Get in the car!" Director Lin had come to the hospital to find Cheng Liang, so this worked out perfectly. He asked him to get in the car, rolling down the windows to smoke while idling at the roadside.



    



    The car reeked of smoke.



    



    "When did you two start dating?" Director Lin asked, throwing the lollipop into the storage compartment of the driver's seat.



    



    This seemed to be the first time this stingy kid had offered him a treat.



    



    "For a while now," Cheng Liang's smile faded a bit, looking in the direction Sheng Xia had left, "Since after she was discharged, on the day of the typhoon."



    



    Director Lin exhaled a puff of smoke, then said after a long pause: "I remember her. She was always studying during her stay and was the most obedient according to the nurses' records."



    



    Cheng Liang lowered his head, smiling.



    



    Director Lin noticed that Cheng Liang's smile was almost tender.



    



    Cheng Liang had said he would watch until Sheng Xia entered the community before returning to the hospital, and now he was indeed staring towards the entrance, watching as the young lady checked her phone while heading inside.



    



    Then Cheng Liang's phone lit up.



    



    It must have been a WeChat message. Cheng Liang glanced at it, his smile growing wider. Director Lin saw his student, who usually wouldn't even bother replying to the dean, quickly typing a lot of words and even sending an emoji.



    



    This usually impenetrable guy looked surprisingly innocent and pure in love.



    



    "She seems like a good girl." Director Lin found himself swallowing the words he had intended to say tonight. "Now that you're dating, you need to take responsibility and stop being so careless like before."



    



    For the first time, Cheng Liang, who usually stayed silent during these lectures, responded: "Okay."



    



    Director Lin fell silent again, watching Cheng Liang through the smoke for a long time. He finally asked: "How are your parents' health these past few years?"



    



    "Still the same," Cheng Liang replied. "Chasing cats and dogs every day."



    



    His parents were quite spry for their age, with straightforward personalities. Even in their old age, they were still arguing and bickering, full of spirit.



    



    Director Lin chuckled at Cheng Liang's frank description and sighed: "I've been too busy these years, no time to visit your parents during holidays."



    



    "Is something wrong?" It was Cheng Liang who spoke up this time.



    



    Ever since the two directors from the second department and Deputy Director Li were arrested in the morning, he realized that the matter might be more than just a simple case of accepting bribes.



    



    The photo of Deputy Director Li being taken away in a police car that went viral among their circles that morning – Cheng Liang recognized the police officer beside him.



    



    A couple of years ago, there had been a home invasion murder case in one of their housing complexes. That same officer was in charge of that case, and Cheng Liang's enthusiastic mother had run around assisting the police, with Cheng Liang helping out as well. He still had the officer's contact information on his phone.



    



    The officer was from the major crimes unit.



    



    Director Lin didn't respond.



    



    The man, who could usually shout so loudly the whole building could hear, fell silent after smoking half a pack of cigarettes, unable to organize his words.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned slightly, a vague sense of unease growing in his heart.



    



    Director Lin stared at the Affiliated Hospital of Lucheng Medical University across the road for a long time before finally speaking: "Do you remember last November, when the people from the second department snatched a liver cancer patient from me, and I got into such a fury that I took the patient back?"



    



    The first and second departments had originally split due to conflicts. The second department's director was technically Director Lin's junior, and over the years, they had been secretly sabotaging each other. Incidents of snatching patients had occurred several times.



    



    But snatching back a patient who had been taken away had happened only once.



    



    "I remember," Cheng Liang replied. "You ended up performing the liver transplant surgery."



    



    "In that surgery, Old Li was the first assistant," Director Lin continued. "That patient was arranged by the hospital. They said the patient had some background connections, but I didn't ask about the details at the time."



    



    "Old Li likes to operate on such patients, so he insisted on assisting with that surgery. You were busy with a project at the time, so I agreed."



    



    "I shouldn't have agreed......" Director Lin said, reaching for his cigarette pack again.



    



    "Stop smoking," Cheng Liang pressed down on Director Lin's hand. "You're a doctor yourself. Do you want to end up in the cardiothoracic surgery ward?"



    



    Director Lin coughed at Cheng Liang's sharp remark, pointed at him with his finger before finally putting the cigarette pack down.



    



    "That surgery......" Director Lin paused for a long time and sighed heavily. "There's a problem with the source of the liver."



    



    Cheng Liang's face grew cold.



    



    The liver for that surgery had come from a living donor.



    



    "The second department fought me for this patient not because of the patient's connections."



    



    "The source of the liver for this patient had been an illegal transaction from the beginning. All the preliminary matching and dealings were between the second department and the patient. The patient's family didn't know about this and went through the hospital administration instead. The hospital assured them they'd find the most reliable surgeon – me."



    



    "When I took on the patient, the second department wasn't happy, leading to the patient-snatching incident. I was in a bad mood because my project had been rejected, so out of anger, I took the patient back. Once things settled down, the director of the second department approached Old Li."



    



    And the rest was inevitable.



    



    Deputy Director Li lowered his status and volunteered himself to be the first assistant, handling all the checks and confirmations about the liver source's viability. In the end, Director Lin performed the surgery as lead, oblivious to the problematic origins of the liver.



    



    "Where did the liver come from?" Cheng Liang stared into the night outside the car, the warmth brought by Sheng Xia's presence dissipating like smoke.



    



    "It was bought," Director Lin frowned. "They found someone to sell it for 30,000 yuan."



    



    "How much did they make?" Cheng Liang asked.



    



    "150,000 for Old Li, and the two from the second department who facilitated it took 400,000."



    



    Cheng Liang: "Their financial transactions showed that?"



    



    He was quite certain the atmosphere when those officers came to his home indicated they hadn't discovered these details yet.



    



    Director Lin remained silent for another moment.



    



    Cheng Liang's gaze shifted back from the outside.



    



    "The liver seller died," Director Lin said, looking at Cheng Liang.



    



    In one day, he had aged significantly.



    



    "The liver seller died," Director Lin repeated. "Four months ago, from liver failure."



    



    Cheng Liang instinctively retorted: "The liver donor's preoperative tests met the criteria for liver donation, and there were no signs of elevated INR or hyperbilirubinemia..."



    



    He shut his mouth.



    



    The donor's preoperative test data had been handled by Deputy Director Li.



    



    Who had received 150,000 yuan.



    



    The liver seller was dead. The second department and Deputy Director Li had completed their transaction, and Director Lin had performed the surgery.



    



    He had become the knife in the hands of murderers.



    



    Having been honest and dedicated his entire life, researching and performing hepatobiliary surgeries, saving patients, and doing his best to nurture students, he had, in the end, done the very thing he despised the most.



    



    "Director..." Cheng Liang’s voice was hoarse. "You didn't know about this..."



    



    Director Lin looked at Cheng Liang.



    



    The follow-up words 'This wasn't your fault' died on his lips.



    



    "The people in the second department are indeed heartless," Director Lin said to Cheng Liang. "But I waited until now to raise a fuss, to force the hospital into a deep investigation. Does a simple 'I didn't know' really absolve me of responsibility?"



    



    Cheng Liang fell silent.



    



    "Just like you, I've been pointed at and scolded by that bastard in the second department."



    



    "He said I was only able to stay focused on surgeries because I married a wealthy wife and didn't have to worry about making a living. Otherwise, how could I stay so calm and steady?"



    



    "So every time we clashed, I thought I should cut him some slack since he didn't have my good fortune."



    



    "But who could have imagined..."



    



    That slack ultimately cost a life.



    



    "I performed that surgery," Director Lin lit his last cigarette. "Cheng Liang, I held the scalpel..."



    



    The car fell silent.



    



    Cheng Liang also took a cigarette from the pack, lit it with Director Lin's lighter, and took a drag.



    



    He had quit smoking a long time ago, so that first puff made him cough, his eyes turning red.



    



    To fall from heaven to hell, just like that.



    



    The sweet, soothing night breeze Sheng Xia had brought was now nothing but an ephemeral illusion.



    



    "I've applied for a rural post," Director Lin delivered his final heavy news of that nightmarish evening. "I'll be leaving next month."
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    "Want to go to an amusement park?" he asked her.



    



     



    



    This news hit Cheng Liang so hard he couldn't speak for a while.



    



    The Lucheng Medical Department has a rural aid program, but it is quite different from the typical six month or yearly postings, their program lasts much longer. The place is too far, the conditions are too harsh, the equipment is too poor, and there's a lot of work. Every year, the hospital doesn't get many volunteers, especially not doctors of Director Lin’s status.



    



    "I've come to terms with it these past two months." Director Lin's voice carried a heavy weariness in the night air. "At first, I was naive, thinking I could make some noise over you as an excuse to get the project back."



    



    "As a result, the second department blew things up. At the time, they told me outright that they'd make me regret it, and I thought, 'What kind of battles haven't I seen? Those guys can’t even finish a pancreaticoduodenectomy. What can they possibly do to me? '"



    



    Director Lin let out a bitter chuckle, but the sadness in his eyes lingered.



    



    "Actually, there are some dirty secrets I haven't told you about."



    



    "Old Li and the people from the second department have always had issues over the unfair distribution of profit. There was a conflict about it at the end of last year."



    



    "I told Old Li to stop. If he continued, he'd get into trouble sooner or later, and I wouldn't be able to protect him."



    



    "But..."



    



    Cheng Liang remained silent.



    



    "You probably noticed I've known about their shady dealings for a while. When all this blew up, I thought it was a chance to settle everything once and for all. While causing a stir, I even thought it was lucky I'd already told Old Li to stop. I never imagined it had already gotten this bad."



    



    Director Lin had been the one to lift the veil of shame.



    



    Yet he never expected the true horrors hidden under that veneer of disgrace to be so vastly, incomprehensibly worse.



    



    Inside, there was no longer the conscience of a doctor.



    



    Inside, there were the bloody deaths of innocent people.



    



    "I had thought, I was getting old, and it was best to avoid annoying people, so when I retired, you and the others I trained wouldn't become subjects of resentment."



    



    "But who knew..." Director Lin crushed the cigarette butt in the ashtray.



    



    Who knew that closing his eyes to reality would result in him waking up to a world he barely recognized.



    



    "At this point, it's pointless to say anything."



    



    "I'm responsible for this matter. No matter what happens to those people, I was the chief surgeon of that surgery. Even if I didn't know, I should bear the responsibility."



    



    "Not legally, but certainly ethically."



    



    His silence was a form of condoning, and he bore significant responsibility in management.



    



    He couldn't continue as a director anymore. Applying for a rural assignment was his way of atonement.



    



    Those impoverished, resource-deprived regions would be the setting for the remainder of his medical career.



    



    "Where are you going?" Cheng Liang finished his cigarette.



    



    "Xinjiang." Director Lin put away the cigarette pack. "They're building a new hospital there, and they urgently need surgeons."



    



    So it was already decided.



    



    Ever since Deputy Director Li and the others were arrested in the morning, Old Lin must have been busy with this all day.



    



    "But there's good news too." Director Lin squinted through the smoky haze towards the affiliated hospital building. "Starting next week, there will be no more first and second departments in Hepatobiliary Surgery."



    



    "Professor Wu, who performed surgery with you today, will temporarily take over as the director of Hepatobiliary Surgery. Neither you nor the attending doctors from the second department have enough experience, so the new director will likely be hired externally."



    



    "After the departments merged, things should be simpler than before. Your capabilities are evident, and you don't engage in partisan antics. This personnel shakeup should have minimal impact on you. I may be leaving, but you can continue your work as usual. The merged department will certainly be busier, so just focus on your regular duties."



    



    Life is unpredictable. He had originally intended to personally guide Cheng Liang into the next stage of his career.



    



    "I recall the rural program requires bringing a team." Cheng Liang looked at Director Lin.



    



    Director Lin smiled and said, "I have enough experience and connections to put together a capable team. Don't worry about it."



    



    "Besides," Director Lin pointed in the direction where Sheng Xia had disappeared, "You're an only child and just started a relationship. This isn't something you need to concern yourself with."



    



    Cheng Liang remained silent.



    



    Those willing for such rural postings tended to be the unattached young seeking career advancement through a few years of hardship.



    



    Director Lin's age and energy are no longer suited for training newcomers.



    



    Neither of them spoke again. The swirling smoke in the car made Cheng Liang dizzy. He felt as if this was his reality.



    



    An ordinary, unchanging life.



    



    Never seeing the other side of the road.



    



    The slightest ripple could smash the surface back to its original state.



    



    The beauty brought by Sheng Xia had turned into a mirage – even if just minutes prior, his phone had lit up with her Optimus Prime 'good night' sticker.



    



    Happiness and unhappiness had been cruelly severed into dual parallel lines never to intersect on this night.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    That night, after saying goodbye to Director Lin, Cheng Liang bought a pack of cigarettes and spent the wee hours alone on the inpatient rooftop, smoking through half the pack.



    



    At three in the morning, the sudden intake of nicotine made his head throb and his fingers tremble. He opened Sheng Xia's WeChat profile, carefully typing a lot of words, only to delete them one by one.



    



    If silence is a form of acquiescence, then he, too, is complicit in the silence.



    



    Director Lin had grown old, struggling with high blood pressure, unstable blood sugar, and a stubborn personality that had him rummaging for snacks in the middle of the night, requiring constant supervision from his students. Director Lin also had many peculiarities in surgery that most people couldn't adapt to as his first assistant. Except for Cheng Liang, many attending physicians ended up in tears after assisting him.



    



    So he wasn't comfortable with the idea of sending the old man to Xinjiang.



    



    Cheng Liang finished another cigarette, feeling a dull pain in his long-unscathed lungs.



    



    His hand finally left Sheng Xia's chat window and opened Zhou Xian's instead.



    



    Cheng Liang: Are you awake?



    



    At 3:30 in the morning, Zhou Xian replied instantly: ?



    



    Cheng Liang squinted his eyes.



    



    He found someone to talk to, but he suddenly didn't know what to say.



    



    Just a month ago, he had calmly assured Zhou Xian not to worry about Director Lin's side being affected.



    



    But now, he had to tell him everything, explaining that the first hepatobiliary department was really going to be gone, and he didn't know where to start.



    



    Unluckily, Zhou Xian was too restless to wait. After a long silence with no follow-up, he started to chat on his own.



    



    Zhou Xian: You didn't have surgery tonight, right? Why are you still up so late?



    



    Zhou Xian: ...Are you just going to ask three words to disturb my sleep then disappear?



    



    Zhou Xian: ...Damn, scumbag.



    



    Zhou Xian: ... Fine, I know you want to ask about Sheng Xia. Just ask already, you're scaring me.



    



    Cheng Liang paused.



    



    Cheng Liang: What about Sheng Xia?



    



    Zhou Xian: ? You don’t know?



    



    Cheng Liang immediately called him.



    



    "What's going on?" he asked.



    



    His voice was hoarse from the cigarettes.



    



    Zhou Xian, likely writing a paper, was in a quiet environment. His voice was alert as he muttered, "I thought you knew and wanted to talk to me about it..."



    



    "Her dad's a war photographer, right? He went to Yemen last Friday. I don't know if it's due to the chaotic situation and poor signal, but since going in on Friday, he hasn't contacted anyone outside." Zhou Xian summarized concisely, "Tang Caixi said Sheng Xia is very worried. She and her mom have been constantly trying to reach the local workstations these past couple of days."



    



    "But according to Tang Caixi, this happens often. Once, Sheng Xia's mom disappeared for a month. After all, it's hard to maintain contact in a war zone."



    



    "I thought you knew about this and wanted to ask me."



    



    "Then why did you contact me in the middle of the night?" Ever logical, Zhou Xian instantly looped back to the original topic.



    



    Cheng Liang hung up the phone abruptly.



    



    He had no idea. He didn't know Sheng Xia's father went to Yemen or that he hadn't contacted anyone for nearly five days. He hadn't even noticed Sheng Xia was worried.



    



    He even began to doubt whether his timing in starting this relationship was right.



    



    Sheng Xia's qualities attracted him so much that he hadn't really hesitated before confessing his feelings.



    



    It was supposed to be an ordinary relationship. He wasn't young anymore, and finding someone he liked, he wanted to cherish her. Then once she completed her graduate studies and their feelings solidified, he would ask if she was interested in spending the rest of their lives together.



    



    Sheng Xia was very driven. Once she set her mind on something, she would go all out.



    



    He wasn't sure how to pamper her. Being newly in love, he was still in the infatuation stage, finding everything she did utterly adorable - especially her relentless determination.



    



    He knew he hadn't been a good boyfriend. The hospital kept him too busy to even have time to take her to a children's park.



    



    But he thought there was no rush. They had their whole lives ahead to make up for Sheng Xia's childhood regrets.



    



    Sheng Xia never complained, lugging her camera solo through all of Lucheng to edit down the highlights and share them with him, eyes sparkling with joy.



    



    While he remained oblivious that she was actually worried about her father.



    



    He couldn't take care of his mentor, nor his girlfriend.



    



    Cheng Liang frowned, standing motionless on the rooftop through the encroaching darkness before dawn. He clenched the remaining half-pack of cigarettes and angrily threw them into the trash.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Early the next morning, Cheng Liang went to the dean's office.



    



    No one knew what was discussed, only that afterward he didn't report for duty on the floor. Director Lin called and bellowed a few curses trying to summon him during rounds, but by then, everyone knew about Deputy Director Li's arrest. With the department bracing for massive upheaval, Cheng Liang's minor infraction with Director Lin garnered little attention.



    



    But Director Lin remained uneasy.



    



    Cheng Liang had taken leave.



    



    In the midst of the Hepatobiliary Surgery Department's turmoil, he took a five-day personal leave – but not before obtaining information about the rural aid program from the administration.



    



    Then at 9 am, he knocked on Room 302, holding up a breakfast takeout bag for the sleepy girl who answered the door.



    



    "Want to go to an amusement park?" he asked her.



    



    His eyes curved into a smile, just like how Sheng Xia's eyes looked every time she saw him.
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    Close your eyes first.



    



     



    



    Before the construction of Disneyland in China, the amusement park in Lucheng was a well-known place, covering a large area with famous attractions like the roller coaster and the free-fall tower. Although it lost many visitors to Disneyland in recent years, going to the amusement park during summer vacation was still not a wise choice.



    



    It was packed with people.



    



    Sheng Xia, who had never been to an amusement park, was stunned. Cheng Liang, who had planned to have a nice day out with her, was also stunned.



    



    "......Where should we go first?" Cheng Liang was the first to recover, spreading out the map he got from the ticket booth with a swish.



    



    Cheng Liang was tall, so Sheng Xia had to lean on his arm and stand on tiptoe to see the map.



    



    Today, she wore a simple T-shirt and jeans, her ponytail slightly disheveled from the crowd, with some stray hairs sticking to her slender, white neck, slightly damp with sweat. Her fingers, fair and clean, gripped Cheng Liang's arm as she curiously examined the map.



    



    She didn't ask any questions.



    



    When he told her work was boring so he took a leave, and made up the excuse that it was a perfect sunny day for an amusement park, she just stared at him blankly with her clear, watery eyes for a moment before readily agreeing.



    



    When she said yes, she really meant to enjoy herself seriously.



    



    Clinging to his arm studying the map, she was utterly engrossed, gesturing for a while before pointing at one spot and looking up at him: "Should we go on this one first?"



    



    It was the Transformers-themed bumper cars.



    



    With an Optimus Prime car inside.



    



    Cheng Liang grandly rolled up the map and stuffed it into Sheng Xia's eco-friendly bag, declaring: "I'll pick Megatron when we get there."



    



    Sheng Xia replied, "......Actually, Optimus Prime is better than Megatron."



    



    Cheng Liang, hands behind his back, walked away with a dismissive "Heh."



    



    Sheng Xia trailed behind him, continuing to chatter: "Optimus Prime has better qualifications than Megatron, and his leadership skills are also better than Megatron!"



    



    To passersby, they just looked like an adorable young couple - he was handsome with a mischievous face that could make his pretty girlfriend's eyes go wide with a few teasing words. She was demure, but when flustered her speech would speed up, and if truly vexed she would stop and tug at her boyfriend's clothes.



    



    She wouldn't move, and she wouldn't let him move either.



    



    In those moments, the boyfriend would just smile, ruffle her hair, and squeeze her hand, clearly smitten with her.



    



    The amusement park was huge, and many people in line noticed the pair. The girl queued properly, while the guy, using his height advantage, held the map as a sunshade for her. He also held a plush robot-shaped plushie, looking reluctant yet unable to refuse.



    



    Of course, they visited the haunted house, a must-see attraction in any amusement park. While in line, Sheng Xia whispered to Cheng Liang carefully: "We can skip this."



    



    Cheng Liang was afraid of ghosts.



    



    The haunted house was filled with eerie wails and sounded particularly terrifying.



    



    "We're already here." By then they had finished riding the roller coasters, free-fall, and other major attractions, and Cheng Liang's soul had basically left his body. Seeing Sheng Xia eager to experience it yet considerate of his preferences, he pinched her cheek. "Just protect me later on, okay?"



    



    He didn't expect Sheng Xia to take his casual plea for protection seriously. From the moment they entered the haunted house, Sheng Xia stood in front of Cheng Liang, pausing to carefully examine each room first and warning him about any potential scares.



    



    Like a mine-sweeping pioneer.



    



    "This room has two suspicious-looking wardrobes, don't look at what's on the bed as it might move..." But she was still a girl in her twenties after all. The haunted house was incredibly realistic, with bloody, dismembered limbs everywhere. After bravely pushing through two rooms, Sheng Xia's voice gradually lost its confidence.



    



    She wasn't afraid of ghosts or the dark, but this haunted house's obvious aim to terrify with its eerie music and nightmarish settings eventually made even the upright Sheng Xia's steps heavier.



    



    Before opening the door to the third room, she took a deep breath and told Cheng Liang behind her: "Close your eyes first."



    



    ......



    



    She was scared to death, but she still wanted to protect the man behind her.



    



    Cheng Liang, who had been silent all this time, stepped forward, covering Sheng Xia's hand on the doorknob with his own. "Let me."



    



    He then covered Sheng Xia’s eyes with his other hand.



    



    Then he covered her eyes with his other hand and half-carried, half-hugged her into the room. After surveying it, he asked, "Want to look?"



    



    This seemed to be the bridal chamber, the haunted house's core selling point in posters. Sheng Xia had looked at the posters multiple times before entering, so she might regret missing it with her eyes closed now.



    



    So Cheng Liang mimicked how Sheng Xia had guided him earlier, describing all the potentially scary mechanisms in the small room.



    



    Of course, he was scared. As a medical student, his biggest nightmare had been the cadaver instructor sitting up in the middle of the night asking him to suture. But holding Sheng Xia in his arms and walking around, he actually didn't feel as afraid anymore.



    



    "The carvings on this bridal bed are quite intricate," Cheng Liang whispered in Sheng Xia's ear, "Look, if any ghost shows up, I'll fight it for you."



    



    His deep, enticing voice made Sheng Xia picture him as the kind of guy who read spy novels in his free time and hit the gym, so she trustingly opened her eyes.



    



    As soon as she opened her eyes, she saw the ghost bride sitting in the middle of the bed in a crimson wedding dress, her head covered with a red veil, motionless.



    



    The visual impact was stunning.



    



    Sheng Xia froze.



    



    The haunted house's monitoring mechanism was waiting for this moment. The ghost bride's veil was lifted by a mechanism, revealing a head with hair splayed in all directions.



    



    Sheng Xia's pupils contracted. Before she could react, a round object with similarly flowing hair fell from above, landing just five centimeters in front of her.



    



    Never had Sheng Xia imagined she would scream in her life. But she did and instinctively turned to cling to the only available warmth behind her - Cheng Liang, treating him like a human pillar.



    



    The sudden scream made the already startled Cheng Liang jolt, and he reflexively hugged Sheng Xia tight before leaping out the door.



    



    The wooden door slammed shut with a loud bang, followed by a mechanical voice announcing, "Failed. Please try again."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Once the two calmed down, they realized this was the closest they had been since they started dating, with Sheng Xia clinging to Cheng Liang like a koala hugging a tree trunk.



    



    It was fortunate Cheng Liang was quite strong, his movements agile in that frantic leap out the door.



    



    ......



    



    So much for helping her fight off ghosts.



    



    Sheng Xia grumbled inwardly.



    



    Cheng Liang awkwardly said: "Um..."



    



    Sheng Xia: "?"



    



    Cheng Liang said, "When the ghost jumped out earlier, I threw the Optimus Prime plushie I was holding. Remember to pick it up when we go back in."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......"



    



    Cheng Liang: "I can't beat it, so I let your idol help."



    



    Sheng Xia: "......Hmph."



    



    Finally, the little girl got exasperated, snorting through her nose.



    



    But she was still clinging to his neck, looking at him with trust despite being teased.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't let go either, carrying her koala-style straight through the third haunted section and the subsequent bride kidnapping scene.



    



    The staff monitoring the security cameras felt so stuffed with the dog food that they ate one less chicken leg for dinner.



    



    Cheng Liang had no intention of letting go.



    



    He had spent the entire previous night on the rooftop, thinking about how to achieve the best of both worlds.



    



    He had to go to Xinjiang.



    



    If silence was a form of acquiescence, he was also responsible. It didn't make sense to let an old man in his fifties bear the burden alone.



    



    His mentor was getting old – it was time for him to repay his kindness.



    



    But he didn't want to let go of Sheng Xia either.



    



    A long-distance relationship was doable, even following her original five-year plan. Long-distance was grueling, but he was in it for the long haul. As long as Sheng Xia didn't give up, he would always be there.



    



    If it was too much to bear, then at most, once the dust settled, he would transform into a dog-skin plaster to fill in the gaps of those years.



    



    This was the greediest he had been in his twenty-nine years of life.



    



    It was also the only time he wanted to work hard to hold onto something.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    The amusement park was exhausting. After a full day of fun, the not-yet-thirty Cheng Liang found himself wondering if his stamina wasn't up to par anymore.



    



    As for Sheng Xia, she was still dazed from the haunted house scare when Cheng Liang led her to a seat, only then realizing he had brought her out for dinner.



    



    And it wasn't the hospital cafeteria.



    



    Maybe Sheng Xia's expression was too surprised because Cheng Liang clicked his tongue and reminded her: "Today is a date. Taking you to the cafeteria would be ridiculous."



    



    It was a private restaurant, and Cheng Liang had brought her straight to a private room. Judging by the decor and the waitstaff's attitude, the place matched Cheng Liang's extravagant landlord persona.



    



    Moreover, he seemed very familiar with the dishes here.



    



    "Do you come here often?" Sheng Xia sipped her barley tea.



    



    She realized this was the first time Cheng Liang had shown her a part of his life outside of being a doctor.



    



    "This is where we have family gatherings during the holidays," Cheng Liang ordered food and handed the menu to Sheng Xia. "See if there's anything else you want."



    



    Sheng Xia wasn't picky.



    



    Almost all of the dishes he ordered were light and non-greasy, which were suitable for her. She glanced at the menu and added braised pork.



    



    Cheng Liang liked meat, especially sweet dishes.



    



    "I don't eat out much, so I'm only really familiar with this kind of place," Cheng Liang watched as Sheng Xia used hand sanitizer, then took half-used bottle to use some himself.



    



    His mood seemed much better than this morning.



    



    Screaming and laughing in the amusement park had indeed been a stress reliever. What he had agonized over on the rooftop the night before had felt like a heavy burden, but now he had a genuine smile on his face.



    



    "You took me to the amusement park because of my dad, didn't you?" Sheng Xia asked after a quiet moment.



    



    Yesterday, while contacting her mom, Zhou Xian had also been in Room 302, so she knew Cheng Liang must be aware of the situation.



    



    "I'm sorry. I didn't want to worry you," she apologized first, admitting her fault. "It's probably not that big of a deal."



    



    "My dad went in with a peacekeeping squad. Sometimes they enter war zones to help local civilians. They often lose contact during those times. It's quite common."



    



    "But I'm still very happy you took me to the amusement park today," Sheng Xia said. "Thank you."



    



    Even though he had his own troubles at the hospital.



    



    Just like when he took her to the old town late at night, he didn't explain, merely acting quietly.



    



    Feeling cherished, Sheng Xia smiled.



    



    And Cheng Liang.



    



    He swallowed all the words he had planned to say with each bite of the braised pork.



    



    Tomorrow, he thought.



    



    Don't ruin Sheng Xia's good mood today.



    



    Five days. He would find a way to tell her everything in five days.



    



    To tell her that taking her to the amusement park wasn't just to cheer her up. To explain his relationship with Director Lin, and how the current situation at the hospital weighed on him as a doctor.



    



    Tomorrow.



    



    Cheng Liang told himself.



    



    He would have a chance to say it all eventually.
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    His high school deskmate now embodied in his current girlfriend



    



     



    



    That day's date didn't end like typical couples', where they would go home separately. Tang Caixi entered a grueling period of overtime, and with no one in 302, Sheng Xia followed Cheng Liang to 102 to study the courses she had to prepare for the upcoming school year.



    



    Recently, due to her father's situation, Sheng Xia had put up a leave notice in her livestream room. Afraid that people from the war zone might contact her and not be able to reach her, she carried her phone and the military phone her mother gave her, which she was instructed to use only in emergencies, everywhere she went.



    



    Cheng Liang had never seen this kind of phone before. He didn't dare to touch it, worried he might mess up something important for Sheng Xia, so he just rested his chin on the table and observed it closely for a long time.



    



    Only now did he truly feel the reality of his girlfriend's parents working in a war zone.



    



    He admired Sheng Xia more and more. Despite the circumstances, when she said she would study, she really did. Once she opened her book, she didn't speak to him at all.



    



    The key point was that the book she was reading was titled "Introduction to Art."



    



    Different fields are like different mountains. Coming from a medical background, Cheng Liang felt that just the title of such a book could summon the call of sleep.



    



    Sheng Xia glanced at Cheng Liang while flipping through her book and asked, "Didn't you say you have a paper to write?"



    



    Her voice was low, with a genuine tone of inquiry.



    



    She had only come down because Cheng Liang said they would study together......



    



    But he had been idling around and hadn't settled down yet.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    At that moment, he truly felt like time had reversed, with his high school deskmate now embodied in his current girlfriend.



    



    Almost instinctively, he took out his laptop, opened a document, and then turned on his playlist.



    



    In the large 102 room, only the sounds of music and Cheng Liang's typing filled the air, occasionally accompanied by the sound of pages turning.



    



    After Sheng Xia finished reading a large section, she suddenly realized that many of the songs in his playlist were the same as the ones she used in her livestreams. She raised her head in confusion and leaned over to peek at Cheng Liang's computer screen.



    



    "What are you doing?" Cheng Liang glanced at her, feigning the air of a top student. "I'm concentrating."



    



    Sheng Xia ignored him and, after looking through his playlist, turned to him with a puzzled expression: "Do you often watch my livestream?"



    



    It wasn't her imagination.



    



    Cheng Liang's playlist was almost identical to hers.



    



    She had always thought Cheng Liang knew about her being a study streamer because of Zhou Xian, who had been frequently visiting 302 lately. She assumed his so-called "reporting" that day was just a spur-of-the-moment thing, clicking a button for a sense of achievement after taking a quick look.



    



    She didn't know why she thought this way.



    



    It seemed that sometimes, Cheng Liang could be quite childish, although he thought he hid it well.



    



    "I watch when I'm not busy," Cheng Liang answered ambiguously, not wanting Sheng Xia to know that he had been among the top three in her livestream's online duration leaderboard.



    



    "Your playlist is exactly the same as my livestream's." Sheng Xia didn't think much of it, simply finding this coincidence amazing, her eyes lighting up.



    



    Cheng Liang rubbed his nose and shamelessly accepted this fate. "After all, we're a couple."



    



    Sheng Xia, truly not thinking deeply about it, probably found it too incredible. She looked at Cheng Liang, then at the playlist, mouthing a "wow."



    



    Her features were naturally bright, and this expression made her look extremely beautiful. For the first time, the science student Cheng Liang realized that those exaggerated descriptions of a girl's smile lighting up the entire air might actually be true.



    



    But Sheng Xia's excitement lasted only a moment. Just like her usual livestream routine, after a long study session, she relaxed for five minutes before immediately returning to her seat, picking up her pen, and entering study mode in an instant.



    



    Underachiever Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    He suddenly envisioned what it would be like if they were in a long-distance relationship.



    



    It would probably look like him watching a study livestream dedicated solely to him.



    



    Thinking about it this way, it didn't seem too bad.



    



    The underachiever Cheng Liang stared at his girlfriend, grinning foolishly for a minute, until Sheng Xia's slightly furrowed brows and her gaze made him jump and immediately return to writing his paper.



    



    Once again, 102 fell silent, and for the first time, Cheng Liang discovered that writing a paper didn't require burning incense, taking a shower, making himself a coffee, or polishing the keyboard until it shone.



    



    His efficiency had improved at least twofold compared to before.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    The ringtone of the military phone was an old-fashioned telephone ring, slow and steady. The moment it rang, Cheng Liang saw Sheng Xia's hand tremble.



    



    She didn't answer immediately, taking several deep breaths. When she finally picked up, her voice was no different from usual.



    



    She said, "Hello, Mom."



    



    Cheng Liang couldn't hear the conversation on the other end. He only saw Sheng Xia's body gradually stiffen, her face turning pale, and her thumb constantly rubbing against her index finger. Yet her words and tone remained normal.



    



    She said, "It's okay, I can go by myself. It's not the first time."



    



    She said, "Don't worry, Mom."



    



    She said, "Mom, since he's been rescued, he can definitely be treated. Dad's team has excellent medical skills, and the hospital they're in now is also good."



    



    She said, "Goodbye, Mom. I'll contact you when I arrive."



    



    Then she hung up the phone and stood there like a lost soul.



    



    "Sheng Xia?" Cheng Liang called out to her.



    



    Sheng Xia's pupils were dark and unresponsive. The only thing moving was her thumb, nervously fidgeting as always when she was tense.



    



    Cheng Liang leaned over and held her thumb.



    



    The touch of his skin made Sheng Xia's whole body shudder, and she turned to look at Cheng Liang.



    



    Her face was flushed red from holding her breath, but she still didn't speak.



    



    "Sheng Xia." Cheng Liang forced himself to slow down his speech, gripping her hand tighter and looking into her eyes. "Breathe."



    



    Sheng Xia stared at him blankly.



    



    "Follow me," Cheng Liang spoke even slower, taking a deep breath, and telling her "Inhale."



    



    Then he exhaled heavily, telling her, "Exhale."



    



    At first, Sheng Xia still didn't respond. Her face, almost purple from holding her breath, remained wooden, looking at Cheng Liang as if he were speaking to her from a great distance.



    



    Inhale, exhale.



    



    The simplest biological instinct—she watched him, and instinctively took a deep breath.



    



    Then she choked on the air that suddenly filled her lungs, her chest hurt, and she started coughing violently, curling up into a ball.



    



    Cheng Liang hugged her, looked at her face, and saw that she had finally reacted. Only then did he feel at ease, pulling her into his arms.



    



    "What's wrong?" His tone was gentle,



    



    "Don't be afraid, I'm here." Sheng Xia coughed, her fists tightly clenched.



    



    "I......"She tried to speak, but hearing the tremor in her voice, she instinctively closed her mouth.



    



    Then she started taking deep breaths again.



    



    "Sheng Xia," Cheng Liang patted her back, "I'm not your mom. You don't need to adjust your tone in front of me because you're afraid of worrying me."



    



    You don't have to split yourself in half, like you did on the phone.



    



    It took Sheng Xia a moment to fully comprehend Cheng Liang's words.



    



    "My father's team was hit by stray bullets while rescuing civilians in the urban area," Sheng Xia finally managed to speak slowly, "They've been sent to Aden now, where international organizations can help with treatment."



    



    Sheng Xia took a breath. After finishing a complete sentence, she found that her previous state of feeling like her soul was floating in the air suddenly crashed back to earth.



    



    The real sense of fear began to spread, and she helplessly clutched at Cheng Liang's clothes.



    



    "My mom isn't in Yemen, she's on her way there now."



    



    "My dad's company has applied for an emergency humanitarian visa for me, but because there are many injured this time, each family can only apply for one."



    



    She looked at the ground, gripping Cheng Liang's clothes, finished this long string of words, and fell silent for a few seconds.



    



    "There are no direct flights to Yemen from China, so I have to transfer in Dubai. My mom originally wanted my aunt to accompany me, but now I can only go alone, so she's worried.”



    



    She fell silent again for a few more seconds.



    



    "But with so many people injured, every family member wants to go to the scene. It's already good to have one spot."



    



    She split herself again, starting to consider things from others' perspectives.



    



    Cheng Liang had been quietly listening to her speak the whole time, listening to her slowly adjust her breathing and regain her rationality. He began to understand why Sheng Xia was always so proper.



    



    It wasn't about strict upbringing.



    



    It was because her parents were doing such dangerous work, she had to be a stable home front. She couldn't have accidents or be rebellious. She had to live very seriously to alleviate her parents' guilt for not being by her side.



    



    This had almost become her instinct.



    



    Cheng Liang felt a dull ache in his heart. For some reason, he remembered how she had said "then let's do the surgery" when they first met in the clinic. She had been just as calm then, but at that time, he didn't know how much bitterness was hidden behind that calmness.



    



    Sheng Xia hadn't fully regained her rationality yet. She began to think over and over again about what her mother said on the phone.



    



    "My dad was injured in the head," she said. "But the details are unclear."



    



    "It's very chaotic over there," she started changing perspectives again. "The conditions of many injured are unclear, but my mom said my emergency visa has a very high priority."



    



    Sheng Xia looked up at Cheng Liang, asking cautiously: “My mind isn't clear right now. High priority, is that not good?"



    



    "It's not," Cheng Liang actually didn't understand the ins and outs of this at all, but he used his tone for reassuring patients, answering calmly and steadily, "It could also be the order of rescue."



    



    "The situation is chaotic, it's impossible to determine injury priorities so quickly." He gave her a boost from a doctor's perspective.



    



    It was effective.



    



    Sheng Xia’s stiff body relaxed a bit.



    



    "I need to go upstairs and pack," she finally figured out what to do next, "My mom said my dad's contact person will rush over tonight. Once the visa is sorted, I'll fly to Dubai the day after tomorrow."



    



    "I'll go up with you to pack," Cheng Liang asked. "The day after tomorrow, are you flying from Lucheng or Shanghai the day after tomorrow?"



    



    "Shanghai," Sheng Xia was calmer now.



    



    "Then I'll drive you to Shanghai tomorrow," Cheng Liang said. "Okay," Sheng Xia didn't refuse.



    



    Cheng Liang had omitted many words when speaking during her most dazed moments, allowing her to not have to use brain power to analyze the meaning behind his words.



    



    Cheng Liang had been holding her hand the entire time, calmly, without a trace of negative energy, staying by her side.



    



    "Cheng Liang," In the elevator, Sheng Xia looked at him.



    



    Cheng Liang lowered his head.



    



    "I'm scared," the girl in her early twenties finally reddened her eyes and nose tip, "I'm very scared."



    



    A journey of more than ten hours, a war zone in a foreign country, a father with an unknown fate.



    



    The road ahead.



    



    She was afraid.
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    He wanted her to maintain her interests and have a good rest



    



     



    



    Sheng Xia rarely cries.



    



    Crying would make people worry, and Sheng Xia feared making others worry the most.



    



    But this time, her tears came unexpectedly.



    



    She didn't hold it back. Although she had only known the man in front of her for four months, the moment he lowered his eyes to look at her, her tears suddenly flowed out.



    



    It was as if the straight back she had always kept upright finally found a wall to lean on.



    



    "Sorry," she still maintained her manners, crying as she searched her pocket for tissues.



    



    As soon as she started crying, she quickly stepped back, using the tissue to partially cover her eyes.



    



    She didn't let her boyfriend hug her or help wipe her tears. By the time they had taken the elevator three floors up, her tears had already retreated, and she hadn't even let him comfort her.



    



    Along with her tears, her earlier panic and loss of composure also receded.



    



    "It's really nothing," she even started to comfort Cheng Liang. "My mom didn't sound too serious on the phone earlier."



    



    "Besides, after I fly from Shanghai to Dubai, there will be someone at the airport to pick me up, so it's quite safe."



    



    As she spoke, she led Cheng Liang into the apartment and even poured him a glass of water.



    



    Cheng Liang looked at the cup, a white mug with the Transformers Autobot logo. This mug was reserved for him, and every time he came over, Sheng Xia would pour him water in it.



    



    Even at a time like this, she didn't grab the wrong cup.



    



    "I'll go pack my things now," Sheng Xia seemed completely back to normal. "If someone knocks on the door, please help me answer it."



    



    She didn't go to her own room but instead went to the small two-square-meter storage room in 302 to take out a few boxes and lay them out in the living room.



    



    The items inside looked pre-packed and regularly organized, so they appeared neat and clean.



    



    Two bags of clothes, one thin and one thick.



    



    There were two small bags with personal documents attached—one labeled "Mom" and the other "Dad".



    



    There was also a small box of medicines and a small box of travel-sized toiletries.



    



    In less than ten minutes, Sheng Xia had packed a small suitcase and taken out a small carry-on bag, stuffing her passport and documents into it.



    



    After closing the suitcase, she squatted down beside it, her expression somewhat dazed.



    



    "These are things I've always had prepared." Sheng Xia glanced at the time, then at Cheng Liang. "Had I known, I wouldn't have prepared them."



    



    That way, she would have had something to do to pass the time during this anxious wait.



    



    Cheng Liang poured Sheng Xia a glass of water too, mixing boiling water to a suitable temperature and adding a spoonful of honey, then handed it to Sheng Xia, making her hold it with both hands.



    



    He then squatted down next to her, helping her reopen the suitcase and neatly reorganize the things she had hurriedly and messily packed, laying them out flat and putting them back properly.



    



    He was very serious while doing this, his fingers moving swiftly, as if he were treating a patient in an operating room, careful and meticulous.



    



    "I've been preparing these things since I was little," Sheng Xia took a big sip from the cup. The honey was very sweet. "My mom taught me how to prepare them."



    



    "These two bags of clothes, one is for when the temperature is above 15 degrees, and the other is for when it's around zero degrees."



    



    "These two bags of documents, one is my dad's, and the other is my mom's." Sheng Xia paused. "ID documents, birth certificates, work certificates."



    



    "They're all prepared in case something happens to them abroad, and if I panic, I can grab these things directly."



    



    "Since I was eight, I would reorganize these things every New Year's, and I always carry them with me wherever I go."



    



    This was a cruel thing, but her parents had gritted their teeth and made sure it became a habit for her.



    



    Some family members of certain professions must be mentally prepared in advance, preparing themselves year after year. If that day ever truly comes, they'll be a little less panicked and frantic, and for someone with obsessive planning tendencies like her, it could provide a bit more sense of security.



    



    Sheng Xia tilted her head and watched Cheng Liang help her tidy up her suitcase, close it, sit on the sofa. He reached out his hand to pat her head, put aside her now cold cup of water, and embraced her in his arms.



    



    He hadn't said much the entire time, allowing the soft and dense pain in his heart to form a tangled thorny ball.



    



    "I'm not very good at comforting people," Cheng Liang said, patting Sheng Xia's shoulder rhythmically. "But if it were me, I couldn't handle this as well as you are right now."



    



    "You're doing very well."



    



    "Very, very well."



    



    "Try to sleep for a while. I'll wake you when someone comes," Cheng Liang pulled over a blanket from the sofa, letting Sheng Xia lie on his lap and covering her with the blanket.



    



    "I still need to inform Xixi." Sheng Xia closed her eyes, her blank mind still trying hard to recall if she had forgotten anything.



    



    "I'll send her a message later," Cheng Liang covered Sheng Xia's eyes with his hand.



    



    His palm was dry, and Sheng Xia's slightly furrowed brow relaxed a bit.



    



    After a long while.



    



    "Cheng Liang?"



    



    "Hmm?"



    



    "Thank you."



    



    "Hmm."



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    The process of waiting for the visa and boarding was long and tedious. After filling out one form after another and confirming various inquiries, Sheng Xia finally boarded the plane, but her mind was still blank.



    



    She didn't dare think too deeply about what it meant that her father had been hit by a stray bullet in that war-torn place. The long hours without sleep made her head throb, and she couldn't even remember if she had said goodbye to Cheng Liang before boarding.



    



    But she did remember that the bag she was holding was something Cheng Liang had hurriedly bought for her after arriving at the airport—comfortable slippers, a red and blue eye mask, an inflatable U-shaped pillow, a small pack of lollipops that Cheng Liang often ate, and two books.



    



    In the deepest corner of the bag was a small Optimus Prime phone charm.



    



    It was bought on the spur of the moment, so it wasn't very refined and looked like a knockoff, but this Optimus Prime when transformed into a robot.



    



    He said he wasn't good at comforting people.



    



    But if it hadn't been for Cheng Liang these past two days, she didn't know if she could have made it onto this flight.



    



    She was far less strong than she had imagined herself to be. After all those years of mental preparation, when she heard the staff explain her father's injuries and tell her that emergency humanitarian visas were mainly for deceased or critically ill family members, she couldn't even see the words on paper.



    



    Sheng Xia's thumb unconsciously sought her index finger again, but when she touched it, she felt a small piece of medical tape on her index finger. It was skin-colored, cut to the size of her fingertip, perfectly covering the spot she often rubbed.



    



    Cheng Liang had put it there.



    



    He said if she kept rubbing it like that, her finger would start to break.



    



    Sheng Xia stared blankly at the tip of her index finger.



    



    They hadn't been dating long—just a little over half a month since the end of July.



    



    They weren't particularly intimate, didn't meet that often, and most of their conversations on WeChat consisted of exchanging emojis.



    



    She never knew that feelings between people could deepen so quickly in the midst of such trivial daily interactions.



    



    Simple liking had become profound.



    



    She had accepted Cheng Liang as one of her own.



    



    Into the circle of people behind her seemingly friendly but actually distant social barrier.



    



    The plane retracted its landing gear, and after a jolt, it broke through the clouds, and emerged into a sky as clear as washed jade.



    



    Sheng Xia threaded the Optimus Prime charm onto her phone and opened one of the books Cheng Liang had bought for her.



    



    Even in her extreme anxiety, the moment she saw the title, her eyes couldn't help but curve slightly.



    



    He had given her two books.



    



    One was "Efficient Rest Method", and the other was "The Complete Guide to Documentary Filmmaking".



    



    He wanted her to maintain her interests and have a good rest.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    After seeing Sheng Xia off, Cheng Liang didn't go home. Instead, he drove straight to the outskirts of Lucheng where his parents lived. His parents disliked the city environment, so they had built a small castle on their homestead—a golden one.



    



    Lording over the mountain.



    



    It was too tacky, so Cheng Liang usually didn't like to go there.



    



    So, it was unprecedented for him to suddenly come home during the workweek and go straight to his room without a word, sleeping for ten hours straight.



    



    And when he woke up, he remained absent-minded, sitting in the living room watching Animal Planet for several hours.



    



    Cheng's mother found it curious and called all the neighbors to come and see, but Cheng Liang didn't even lift an eyelid.



    



    No one said anything to him though.



    



    After all, he had always been like this ever since he was a child, so much so that no one dared introduce their good daughters to this family's son. They always felt that Cheng Liang might turn into a Buddha after marriage, the kind that wouldn't even pick up the broom if it fell.



    



    Around 3 am, when Cheng's mother got up to get some water, she found her strange son still sitting on the sofa watching Animal Planet. Back in the bedroom, she woke up her husband, "What do you think happened to our son? Is he scared of something?"



    



    Cheng Liang had many contradictory behaviors. For instance, he looked tall and imposing, but if something scared him, he would still hide at home, doing nothing but watch Animal Planet.



    



    Previously, after passing the medical exam and realizing he was squeamish about blood, and having recurring nightmares about anatomy class, he had run home and spent hours watching Animal Planet.



    



    But when he started working, it never happened again.



    



    Being his birth mother, she was still a bit worried.



    



    "Ask him tomorrow," Cheng's father turned over. "He's a grown man, let him have some quiet time."



    



    After tossing and turning in bed several times, Cheng's mother couldn’t resist getting up again. But when she went out again, her son seemed to have come back to life. He was tapping away on his phone with a weird smile on his face, a smile that made his mother momentarily think he was possessed.



    



    "Son?" Cheng’s mother leaned closer.



    



    She had good eyesight and saw that her son was chatting on WeChat in the middle of the night. He typed long messages, but the other party only replied with one or two sentences.



    



    And yet, her son was smiling so much.



    



    "...Are you in love?" Cheng's mother immediately thought of a possibility.



    



    But...



    



    Is this how her son behaves when in love?



    



    She had always thought he was the type of scumbag who would walk away when a girl chased him.



    



    "I can't bring her to meet you yet," her son admitted, "Wait until our relationship is stable."



    



    Sheng Xia had arrived in Dubai, and the staff who picked her up informed her that her father's surgery had been successful and that his condition was looking optimistic.



    



    So Cheng Liang finally had the mood to deal with people.



    



    Curious, Cheng's mother asked: "What kind of girl is she?"



    



    Cheng Liang sent Sheng Xia one last message asking her to contact him once she was settled at the hospital, then locked his phone.



    



    "A girl who is way too good." He answered.



    



    Cheng's mother: "...What?"



    



    "A girl your son isn't worthy of," Cheng Liang rephrased.



    



    After learning the reason behind Sheng Xia's always upright posture, he felt that he might have truly fallen this time.



    



    The kind of first love that becomes eternal.



    



    But now, he felt even more unworthy.



    



    "Oh!" Cheng's mother grew even more interested and eagerly leaned closer. "It's fine if I can't meet her yet, do you have a photo of the girl?"



    



    Cheng Liang showed his mother his phone's lock screen.



    



    In the lock screen interface, Sheng Xia was smiling at the camera, holding the video camera she often carried.



    



    This was a candid shot Cheng Liang had taken when Sheng Xia was recording their dating life.



    



    Cheng's mother put on her reading glasses and scrutinized the photo for several minutes, her smile never fading.



    



    People of her age liked to look at other's eyes.



    



    And this girl's eyes...



    



    It's really a waste to pair her with her son.



    



    "A photographer?" she asked.



    



    "She's studying film," Cheng Liang also leaned in to look together, "She's still in graduate school, and she wants to be a documentary director."



    



    "Oh." Cheng’s mother smacked her lips, even more satisfied.



    



    Cheng Liang let his mother bask in her happiness for a couple of minutes, then sincerely asked her: "Mom, do you think it would be bad if, after just starting to date her, I tell her I need to go to Xinjiang for three to five years?"



    



    Cheng's mother: "............."



    



    Cheng’s mother: "???"



    



    And so, late that night, somewhere in the outskirts of Lucheng, the roar of a lioness echoed: "You rascal, I swear I'll hang you out to dry in the courtyard someday! At least I can save a pig for the New Year!"

  
    Chapter 42



    



    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    The idea of going to Xinjiang was a simple and crude solution that Cheng Liang came up with after smoking half a pack of cigarettes on the rooftop.



    



    After nearly thirty years of life, he finally found something he wanted to hold on to. Naturally, he wanted both. So he went to get information about the border aid and to confirm one thing: the rumors he had heard from others gossiping about the border aid being available quarterly were true.



    



    Their hospital could provide border air on a quarterly basis, with two quarters at the border and two quarters at the main hospital each year.



    



    He figured that given with Sheng Xia's personality, she wouldn't have much time for him during the school year. So if he returned to Lucheng during the summer and winter breaks each year, he could take care of both sides.



    



    When he heard that Sheng Xia's father had lost contact in the war zone, he took five days off to accompany her and communicate his plans with her. He'd then spend half a day going home to talk to his parents about going to Xinjiang.



    



    After all, he had spent his entire life studying and working in Lucheng and had never left.



    



    He had everything planned out.



    



    But plans can't keep up with changes. In the end, he still couldn't bring himself to mention going to Xinjiang. He did tell his family, resulting in his mother chasing him out of the house with a spatula, telling him to go wherever he wanted and not come back to bother them.



    



    When he got to the hospital, he handed his application to Director Lin, who then called him into the conference room with a grim face. Old Lin had a hot temper and would yell in the office when something came up. Being called out for a private chat with such a dark expression made Cheng Liang feel uneasy.



    



    Sure enough, once the door was closed, Director Lin sternly asked, "What were you thinking?"



    



    Cheng Liang, who had applied for leave at a crucial time, submitted an application, and probably done a bunch of other things he couldn't recall, wisely chose to remain silent once again.



    



    "The quarterly border aid has been an alternative option since the hospital started the border aid mission. But for such a long time, almost no doctor has ever chosen this option. Do you know why?" Director Lin, unusually, didn't beat around the bush this time.



    



    "The quarterly period is too short," Cheng Liang actually knew. "Going back and forth every quarter means you can't get any projects on either side, and even if you achieve something, it won’t be credited to you."



    



    Some larger cases were also unlikely to be assigned to doctors who came and went every quarter.



    



    Director Lin glared at him: "You know all this in your heart, and you still dare to fill out the application?"



    



    Cheng Liang was silent again.



    



    The truth was, he knew, but he felt it didn't matter. After all, wherever he was, he'd still be treating patients. Whether or not there were projects or big cases, he'd still have to show up to work every day.



    



    But he couldn't say that.



    



    He used to think there was nothing wrong with saying such things, but now he inexplicably found it hard to voice.



    



    It seemed...



    



    Too laid back.



    



    The two people he wanted to hold onto wouldn't understand such a slacker mindset.



    



    Sure enough, Director Lin threw his application back at him.



    



    "Either you settle down and go to Xinjiang with me, or you stay put in Lucheng. If you want to come and go like this, don't be my student."



    



    "I'll leave as soon as I get the team list. Before the end of the month, think it over carefully and give me your final answer."



    



    With that, Director Lin left.



    



    This was the calmest confrontation they'd ever had—no jumping feet, no swearing, no calling him a donkey without a carrot.



    



    But this time, Cheng Liang remembered Director Lin’s back as he walked away.



    



    Director Lin had really aged.



    



    His back had started to hunch forward, his eyebrows were beginning to turn white, and his already fierce laugh lines now looked as if they were carved into his face.



    



    This incident had taken a toll on Director Lin. Cheng Liang could clearly sense that Director Lin might be planning to let him go.



    



    Director Lin was old and no longer had the energy to help him try what kind of carrot his stubborn student liked.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    Like Director Lin, Cheng Liang didn't like this hot-tempered and loud-mouthed when he started his internship, so he didn't like doing the tasks assigned by this director. During his residency training, even when he knew the answers to Director Lin's questions during rounds, he wouldn't answer.



    



    He was very rebellious.



    



    He always felt that Director Lin didn't seem much like a doctor—his office looked more like a kitchen, and the way he yelled at them resembled a burly chef scolding apprentices. When he got emotional, he would start scolding regardless of the occasion, not like an educated person at all. It was beneath his dignity.



    



    The two of them couldn't stand each other. Director Lin targeted him for two years, and Cheng Liang’s sharp tongue often raised the older man’s blood pressure.



    



    This mutual dislike lasted until a patient made Cheng Liang completely change his view of Director Lin.



    



    At that time, he was still a resident, and he was assigned the most tiring and dirty work. However, there were still patients who, seeing how young he was, didn't want him to touch their wounds after routine surgery. Or family members asked where Director Lin or the other attending doctors were as soon as they saw him, telling the nurses that this young doctor wasn't reliable and they didn't want him.



    



    When it comes to life and death, there are no small matters. In fact, if you put yourself in their shoes, you can understand.



    



    But understanding didn't make it any less disheartening.



    



    Especially when it came to medical disputes.



    



    These were sometimes as common as everyday meals. Veteran doctors called it "medical troublemakers" when people in mourning clothes brought people to make trouble or shout abuse. But for novice doctors like Cheng Liang, they felt that even if family members just stood at the office door with dark faces, it was a medical dispute.



    



    For a long time, Cheng Liang had always placed himself and the patients' families on opposite sides in his heart. He was on guard against them, and they were on guard against him.



    



    That particular patient and their family were probably the first ones he ever felt like he wanted to care a little more about, and even outside of working hours, he wanted to ask about the patient's condition if he happened to see them.



    



    It was a middle-aged couple.



    



    They weren't local to Lucheng. The wife had a huge hemangioma in the caudate lobe of her liver. The surgery was very difficult, and there were no doctors in their area who could perform this kind of operation. After various twists and turns, they found Director Lin. When they were admitted to the hospital, the couple came together, and the husband carried a huge bag. He looked worried when he was alone, but he was always `cheerful whenever he was with his wife.



    



    They were a couple that was hard to dislike.



    



    Hospital rules didn't allow for too much luggage for those staying with patients. The man told his wife that he had found a very cheap guesthouse nearby where he could sleep and wash up.



    



    But Cheng Liang saw, when he was going to and from work, that the man had stored that huge bag at the house of an old man who collected scrap behind the hospital and paid him three yuan a day.



    



    Every morning, he would go to the public restroom in the park a few hundred meters away to wash up and brush his teeth. The late autumn in Lucheng was quite cold, but Cheng Liang felt that the man even washed his hair there. Every time he came to the ward, he was clean and tidy.



    



    He was polite to all doctors, nurses, and even the caregivers of other patients. After finishing the meals in the ward, his wife would wipe their table clean with a cloth, leaving not a speck of dust.



    



    The couple would split even a piece of meat in half with chopsticks and share it.



    



    But even such a couple, just before the surgery, still stood nervously outside the doctor's office with two bulging envelopes, wanting to secretly give them to Director Lin when the office was empty.



    



    Cheng Liang passed by the man three or four times, and finally couldn't help but meddle in other people's business for once. He walked up to the man and said, "The hospital has strict rules. This kind of thing can't be done."



    



    "Doctors always do their best when performing surgery. No one will deliberately not do a good job just because you didn't give a red envelope."



    



    Nor would anyone perform miracles just because they were given a red envelope.



    



    The man didn't seem to have taken it in. He nodded with a flushed face, but still didn't return to the ward.



    



    Cheng Liang didn't say anything more. This was the first time he had felt something other than opposition towards a patient's family member. Saying those few extra words was the limit of his meddling.



    



    Later, when he saw the man sneaking glances at the doctor's office again, he just frowned and never went up to persuade him again.



    



    Until after ten o'clock that night, he watched Director Lin finish the last surgery in his operating room. The surgery was complicated to finish, and he had been watching on tiptoe for a long time. In the end, he walked out with Director Lin.



    



    The two of them didn't get along, so Director Lin walked in front while Cheng Liang followed a few steps behind.



    



    He saw Director Lin stop at the office door and, without a change in expression, accept the red envelope the man handed him.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Even if you're going to accept it, can't you be a bit more discreet? There were people coming and going, and yet he just took it directly.



    



    Cheng Liang was genuinely shocked.



    



    What was even more shocking was that Director Lin turned around, and seeing him standing there, he waved him over and stuffed the two red envelopes into his hands.



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    What the hell is this?!



    



    "You keep these for me. I'm afraid I'll forget where I put the money if I fall asleep tonight. They need to be handed tomorrow morning," Director Lin said after entering the office and closing the door. "I still have to write a report."



    



    He sounded quite annoyed.



    



    "...Our hospital can accept red envelopes?" Cheng Liang couldn't process it, thinking this hospital was pretty impressive, secretly allowing such things.



    



    "......" Director Lin glared at him. "Is your brain full of shit?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "......"



    



    Fuck.



    



    "If we don't take this money, neither of them will sleep well tonight," Director Lin said. "A laparoscopic total caudate lobectomy is not a minor surgery. There are only a few people in the country who can do it. Letting the patient rest easy before surgery is also part of the treatment plan."



    



    Cheng Liang held the red envelope, not understanding.



    



    "This money has to be returned to them tomorrow after the surgery is done!" Director Lin felt this young man was truly beyond hope. "You think we're really keeping it? Aren't you rich? How can you be so greedy?"



    



    Cheng Liang: "...This is part of the treatment plan?"



    



    "Is it something unique to our hospital?" He was so shocked that he forgot that he and Director Lin were like fire and water.



    



    This could easily lead to medical disputes. What if something went wrong with the surgery and the patient said they had given a red envelope? There would be no way to explain it.



    



    "Unique my foot." Director Lin still liked to swear uncouthly, "After filing the report, I'll definitely have to write a self-criticism."



    



    Worst case, he might even have his bonus deducted.



    



    "Then why do you still...?" Cheng Liang couldn't understand.



    



    "Patients come first. Doctors are here to treat illnesses. Why think about so many messy things?" Director Lin retorted.



    



    "I'll write you a receipt, then you stick it on the envelope. Later, take a picture and keep it as evidence." Director Lin gave a series of instructions, along with a threat, "If you want to be in my OR tomorrow to watch that surgery, you'd better handle this properly."



    



    Cheng Liang, who usually had a sharp retort for everything Director Lin said, stayed silent this time. He obediently kept the red envelopes safe and personally returned them to the man the next day after the surgery was successfully completed.



    



    The envelope wasn't even opened.



    



    The man collapsed on the floor and cried for half an hour while holding the red envelope.



    



    That was the first time Cheng Liang felt that being a doctor wasn't so bad.



    



    It was also after that incident that he began to feel a different kind of respect for this director who would swear at the drop of a hat. He still talked back, still got angry with him, but he gradually started to take seriously what needed to be done and learned.



    



    But now, the director was getting old.



    



    And because of his inability to be molded, the director was finally ready to give up on him.



    



    Cheng Liang slowly lowered his head in that office.



    



    Cheng Liang was very sensitive to this feeling, and this wasn't the first time he had encountered such a situation.



    



    The classmate he often mentioned—the one who had changed the course of his life—Cheng Liang never talked about how things ended between them.



    



    After the college entrance exam scores came out, the first person he notified wasn't his parents, but that male deskmate. He asked what major the other wanted to study, saying that he had done exceptionally well this time, and they might even become classmates again.



    



    The male deskmate was silent for a while, then said to him: "Cheng Liang, you need to try hard on your own."



    



    "Otherwise, your subjective initiative will never kick in."



    



    "I can't pull you along for a lifetime."



    



    ......



    



    He missed Sheng Xia a little. He wondered, if she were by his side, hugging him, ruffling his hair, would she be able to smooth out the unease in his heart?



    



    Would she, in the end, also be like Director Lin and that classmate, leaving him with just a view of her back?



    



     



    



     



    



    ~~~



    



     



    



     



    



    tl: I love love how so much depth each character has!!

  
    Chapter 43



    



    Cheng Liang



    



     



    



    It wasn't until the third day after Cheng Liang had returned to work that Sheng Xia could make her first international call. Before that, she had only been able to send a few sporadic messages over WeChat when she had internet access, mostly to let him know she was safe, with no further updates.



    



    Finally, they could talk on the phone, and Cheng Liang felt that even the way he said "hello" echoed in his ears.



    



    He never knew a relationship could be so sour.



    



    But over the past few days, during his spare time, he had been relying on a few photos of Sheng Xia on his phone to get by.



    



    After Director Lin told him to think things over, he didn't bother him anymore. He continued with his work but stopped scolding him. Cheng Liang now had an air of dejection about him. Only when he saw Sheng Xia's name on the caller ID did he regain some vitality.



    



    However, the phone signal in Yemen was really poor. Sheng Xia's voice sounded as if it was muffled inside an empty glass shell, with a buzzing sound, and there was also a time delay—he would say something, and it would take a few seconds before he got a response.



    



    All he knew was that Sheng Xia's father was out of danger. Since the injury was to his head, he had a craniotomy and needed to be observed for a while to determine if there was any nerve damage.



    



    Everything else got lost in that buzzing void. At the end of the call, Cheng Liang said, "I really miss you," but the signal on Sheng Xia’s end cut off almost immediately, and he didn't know if she heard those words.



    



    So another day passed, and when Sheng Xia's intermittent network was stable, they quickly exchanged email addresses and started communicating the old-fashioned way.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    The first email came from Sheng Xia. She explained that when she had nothing to do, she would type the content in her phone's notes app first, and then copy and paste it all at once when she had access to the internet.



    



    When Cheng Liang opened the email, he smiled at the opening line.



    



    The proper and formal Sheng Xia, a 21-year-old girl, had actually used the most popular salutation from the '80s and '90s: "I hope this finds you well."



    



    [Cheng Liang, I hope this finds you well:



    



    I'm doing well in Yemen.



    



    My father woke up once after the surgery, but he still can’t speak. The doctors said the surgery was very successful, but since the injury is close to the language center, it will take a long time for him to recover.



    



    Here in the ICU, we can only enter one at a time, and the time is limited, so I gave my allotted time to my mom. The two of them haven’t seen each other for almost half a year.



    



    There were fourteen people injured along with my father. In order to protect civilians and the journalists and photographers who went with them, most of the peacekeeping forces were seriously injured. One of them is in critical condition. The hospital here couldn’t handle it, so they had to airlift him to a better-equipped facility. These past few days, many people have been praying for that soldier. Although I’m not religious, I couldn’t help but sit down with them to pray for that soldier. I think sincerity always works.



    



    Apart from these two things, everything else I've encountered in Yemen has been good.



    



    It’s been a long time since I've spent so much time with my parents. My mom and I are sleeping in the same room, sharing a big bed. When we can’t sleep at night, we talk a lot. I even told her about you and showed her your photos.



    



    My mom said you’re too good-looking. [Smile emoji]



    



    She said that when my dad wakes up, we'll have to go back to China to have a meal with you.



    



    I also realized for the first time that my mom doesn’t seem to like men who are too handsome. No wonder my dad...



    



    [Smile emoji]



    



    There’s actually internet signal here in Aden, Yemen, but you have to be near the receiver in the hotel lobby.



    



    However, many important people with serious business stay here, so they occupy the spots closer to the receiver, and for someone like me who doesn't have much to do, I always feel like I'm hindering others' work if I occupy a spot near the receiver for too long.



    



    But sending emails doesn’t have this problem. I can copy and paste everything, and in one minute, I can send an email to you and Xixi. [Happy emoji]



    



    Apart from the internet, Aden is not bad.



    



    This is my first time being so close to a war zone. I often hear the sound of artillery fire from far away. It’s not like the sound effects on TV. It’s more like a firecracker suddenly exploding in a jar. Sometimes, the ground even shakes a little.



    



    Being close to war has really made me understand what it means when they say human lives are as fragile as ants. The people in war zones are just like us, with families and emotions, but these people don’t think about the future.



    



    I also finally understand my parents’ work better, and I understand the significance of the advice you gave me in the ride-hailing car that day: “The best method is hands-on experience.”



    



    My parents’ work is to transform the most brutal aspects of human conflict into images and words. Their efforts are to help people in peaceful times understand the cruelty of war and to prevent more tragedies from occurring.



    



    I sincerely respect such ideals.]



    



    Cheng Liang's 13-inch laptop screen stopped here.



    



    He didn't immediately scroll down but instead looked at the densely packed words on the page and smiled to himself.



    



    Sheng Xia was the same as always. Even in a place like Aden, Yemen, after just six days, she had already found things she considered good. Just by reading the email, he could imagine her expression while writing it.



    



    She must have been serious, with her eyes sparkling whenever she wrote something that made her happy.



    



    Actually, Cheng Liang never knew what kind of girl he liked. In the past, when he saw female celebrities on TV, he would occasionally be impressed, but once they changed clothes or hairstyles, he immediately couldn't recognize them.



    



    But now, he knows exactly what kind of girl he likes.



    



    Someone like Sheng Xia—real, irreplaceable.



    



    He had no idea before because there really wasn't someone like her around him.



    



    He figured that with all the luck in his entire life, it was just enough for him to meet Sheng Xia once.



    



    Cheng Liang scrolled the mouse wheel, and Sheng Xia's email slowly reached its end. After a series of serious, positive messages, she wrote a few lines of affection.



    



    [I heard what you said before you hung up that day, but by the time I replied, the signal had already cut out (you remember, right? You said you really miss me.)]



    



    Cheng Liang was stunned when he read this. He rubbed his face, but the smile on his lips couldn't be wiped off.



    



    This girl is so cute it's almost unfair.



    



    [I'm using everything you bought for me before boarding the plane. I've already finished the book.



    



    The smiling Optimus Prime phone charm, it’s starting to lose its color, especially the front part of the truck. It's losing color.]



    



    Sheng Xia, from Aden, Yemen]



    



    That was the end.



    



    Cheng Liang scrolled the mouse wheel up and down, reading the last two sentences over and over before finally understanding his girlfriend's roundabout sweet words.



    



    She missed him too.



    



    That was why when she finished the book he bought her, she touched that knockoff Optimus Prime until the paint started to wear off.



    



    She probably felt quite resentful, mentioning it twice.



    



    Cheng Liang could feel his ears burning at a speed he could perceive, and this time, even with his thick skin, he couldn't hold back.



    



    He rubbed his face and leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling of the on-call room and grinning like a fool for a long time.



    



    This might have been the most powerful love letter he had ever received.



    



    Just imagining Sheng Xia gently stroking Optimus Prime made it impossible for him to suppress the smile on his face.



    



    Damn.



    



    Cheng Liang closed his laptop shut.



    



    Damn, he really missed her.



    



     



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



     



    



    The day Cheng Liang read Sheng Xia's email, he was on duty in the ward.



    



    At their hospital, ward duty meant working during the day, staying on duty overnight, and then working the following day until 5 pm. The hepatobiliary surgery department didn't have many emergency surgeries, so night duty was often uneventful until dawn. So Cheng Liang spent most of the time on duty resting in the on-call room or writing papers in the office.



    



    His original plan that day was to reply to Sheng Xia's email first, and when he was in a better mood, carefully consider the information about going to Xinjiang.



    



    But just as he opened his laptop again, wanting to learn from Sheng Xia and write a proper salutation, the phone in the on-call room rang.



    



    Night emergency.



    



    A highway accident, the injured was a middle-aged man in his thirties. After the collision, his chest and abdomen had been crushed against the steering wheel, causing severe internal bleeding. By the time he was brought in, his blood pressure couldn't be measured.



    



    When Cheng Liang rushed to the operating room, the patient was already showing signs of shock. The monitors were beeping, and the general surgeon from the emergency room looked up as Cheng Liang entered and said, "The pancreas might be ruptured."



    



    Cheng Liang's eyelids jumped.



    



    He wasn't too worried about liver or spleen ruptures. As long as the patient had vital signs, he just needed to open the abdomen, locate the bleeding point, and stop it. But a ruptured pancreas was the worst-case scenario—pancreatic fluid is corrosive, and wherever it flows, it causes damage. Surviving such an injury is almost a matter of life and death.



    



    The operating room door opened again, and this time, the second-line duty doctor from the urology department entered. With the staff complete, the ER surgeon began the abdominal incision.



    



    It was a mess.



    



    The liver and spleen were ruptured, and the abdominal cavity was filled with blood. It took a lot of effort to suction enought to barely see the abdominal cavity. Everyone’s face turned pale.



    



    What they feared most had happened—the pancreas was indeed ruptured, the surrounding blood vessels were damaged, and the colon was corroded. The patient went into shock again, prompting another frantic round of resuscitation.



    



    They managed to stabilize the patient, control the bleeding from the liver and spleen, and repair the pancreatic damage. As for the rest, no one in the operating room are to touch.



    



    The previously corroded blood vessels had turned to mush. Cheng Liang tried to suture twice, but it fell apart as soon as he tied the knot. He tried three or four times, his hands trembling, but each time he applied pressure, the stitches kept falling apart.



    



    "We need Director Lin here," Cheng Liang said, pressing on the bleeding point and glancing at the time.



    



    It was 2 am.



    



    In such a cold operating room, everyone's forehead was covered in sweat.



    



    Director Lin was at home, and it would take him at least forty minutes to get to the hospital. After the nurse showed Director Lin the situation via video call, Cheng Liang heard Director Lin's cold command: "Keep the pressure on."



    



    "Mm." Cheng Liang lowered his gaze.



    



    Director Lin had specifically trained him on this type of blood vessel before, but there had been too few opportunities to practice in real-life situations. On a model, it was no problem, and in patients with better abdominal conditions, he could handle it. But in a case like this, he couldn't manage.



    



    He wasn't ready yet.



    



    The operating room was still very cold.



    



    Cheng Liang stood still, his gaze lowered as he kept pressing on the bleeding point. His previously injured shoulder was aching dully, and as the pain increased, it became numb.



    



    Fifty minutes later, Director Lin finally rushed into the operating room. Cheng Liang was pushed aside and watched Director Lin, who was in his 50s, and who had driven for forty minutes in the middle of the night. As soon as he arrived. he immediately picked up the surgical instruments and steadily made two stitches, tied a knot, and stopped the bleeding.



    



    Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.



    



    As Director Lin was finishing up, he glanced at Cheng Liang: "Go back and keep practicing on the model, practice for this kind of bleeding environment. Don't enter the operating room until you've mastered it. I'll test you next week."



    



    Cheng Liang: "Okay."



    



    "And you dare to..." There were colleagues from other departments present, so Director Lin didn't finish his sentence.



    



    But Cheng Liang understood.



    



    How dare he, in his current state, propose to volunteer for the quarterly border aid mission.



    



    The air conditioning in the operating room seemed to be broken, leaving Cheng Liang's hands and feet ice-cold.



    



    He suddenly lost the courage to reply to Sheng Xia's email.



    



    What could he say to such a girl who can be positive and optimistic even in a war zone? What did he have to offer her, other than some boundless sweet words?



    



    He wasn't Sheng Xia's Optimus Prime.



    



    He wasn't even as good as that knockoff Optimus Prime that lost color when rubbed.
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