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  Chapter 1: The Search
Summer was coming to an end, yet it left nothing behind, just like last year, and the year before that.

Qiao Qingyu emerged from her sunless room. After taking just a few steps in the sweltering air, the sunlight forced her eyes shut. She realized she should have brought an umbrella. Should she go back? Never mind.

The afternoon Chaoyang New Village was drowsy with sleep, and Qiao Qingyu’s quickly moving figure was like a fish gliding through still waters. As she reached the main entrance and turned the corner, her eyes fixed on the bus stop in the distance when a voice suddenly invaded her ears.

“Hey! Little sister from the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop!”

The voice came from the newspaper stand she passed by daily. The slightly plump owner with permed hair enthusiastically waved at Qiao Qingyu, “Come here, eldest daughter of the Qiao family! Out for a walk?”

A more assertive, more decisive person would have ignored her artificial enthusiasm and walked away pretending not to hear, but Qiao Qingyu didn’t. She stopped, partly out of politeness, partly out of curiosity.

“Sister, come here,” the owner beckoned her closer, “I need to ask you something.”

Switching between “eldest daughter” and “sister,” Qiao Qingyu felt slightly dazed. As she walked over, she noticed a tall, thin middle-aged man already standing at the newspaper stand.

“Director Wen, you can ask her,” seeing Qiao Qingyu obediently approach, the owner offered an ingratiating smile to the middle-aged man, “This child just moved here, lives right across from your place, in Building 39, third floor, isn’t it?”

As she spoke, she turned her gaze toward Qiao Qingyu, her eyes filled with undisguised curiosity.

Qiao Qingyu nodded, her guard rising. This owner knew quite a lot.

“Ask her if she’s seen Asheng if he’s been at the old house these past few days?”

The thin man turned around, his clear eyes behind gold-rimmed glasses meeting Qiao Qingyu’s confused and defensive gaze.

“Sister, which apartment do you live in?” the owner leaned half her body over the magazine stand to ask.

“303,” Qiao Qingyu answered softly.

“Oh, isn’t that right across from your place!” the owner looked at the middle-aged man, her face plastered with a smile, “This makes it easy! From now on, we can just ask her whether Asheng has come to the old house or not.”

Having proposed this brilliant suggestion, the owner’s eyes sparkled as she eagerly awaited the middle-aged man’s approval. However, he merely stared at Qiao Qingyu, his strange gaze making her uncomfortable.

It wasn’t a frivolous or playful look, but rather a heavy, contemplative gaze, as if searching for something in Qiao Qingyu’s face.

“Director? Professor Wen?”

“Hmm,” the man gave a brief, calm nod to the owner, “This young lady looks familiar, but,” he showed Qiao Qingyu an apologetic, polite smile, “I can’t quite place where I’ve seen her before.”

“Hey, you’ve seen more people than I’ve eaten grains of rice, but this time,” the owner laughed, “I bet you’re mistaking her for someone else! The Qiao family is from Shun Yun, they just moved to Huan Zhou a month ago! By the way, this eldest daughter is about to start at Huan Second Middle School, her second year of high school, right? Maybe she’ll be in the same class as Asheng! Sister, have you seen Asheng these past few days? He lives right across from you on the third floor, you can see his place from your balcony… This is Asheng’s father, he’s been looking for him these past few days…”

Qiao Qingyu maintained her guarded expression. While the owner prattled on, she alertly noticed the man silently mouthing the words “Shun Yun,” his furrowed brows relaxing into a look of sudden understanding.

Qiao Qingyu understood.

The man hadn’t seen her before, but rather her sister, Qiao Baiyu, who had studied in Huan Zhou for half a year several years ago.

At that moment, she became extremely worried that the man’s next words would be about Qiao Baiyu, and she began to regret stopping.

“Have you seen Asheng, sister?” the owner continued pressing, “His balcony is right across from yours, Ming Sheng, do you know him?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head.

“Haven’t seen him?” the owner squinted in disbelief.

“Haven’t noticed,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Don’t know him either.”

“Ha! Don’t all you students know Asheng?” the owner laughed, “Don’t many students who come to buy books here tell me they know Asheng? They say he’s quite famous! How come you don’t know him?”

Her words caused both Qiao Qingyu and the middle-aged man to show expressions of embarrassment. Qiao Qingyu felt ashamed of her usual disconnection from news and gossip, while the middle-aged man seemed to have been touched on a sore spot, sighing lightly with a complicated expression.

The owner ignored Qiao Qingyu and hurried to save face: “Director, don’t misunderstand, everyone knows Asheng because he’s so handsome! Too handsome! I tell you, Asheng’s looks would stand out even among movie stars, let alone…”

“Enough, Sister Feng, stop speaking for him, I know exactly what he’s like,” the middle-aged man waved his hand impatiently, “He’s completely out of control now, you old neighbors shouldn’t keep indulging him, always speaking well of him…”

“Boys being a bit mischievous shows they’re smart!” Owner Feng reached out to pat the middle-aged man’s back consolingly, “Isn’t Asheng smart? He excels at everything! Such a good son, we can only envy, don’t worry so much…”

“Are your parents doing well?”

As he asked this, the middle-aged man shifted slightly to the side, subtly avoiding the owner’s forced familiarity. His gaze toward Qiao Qingyu had lost some of its distance and gained more warmth.

This question came out of nowhere, and Qiao Qingyu was a bit surprised. She blinked, about to speak, when Owner Feng interrupted: “Old Qiao and his wife are healthy as can be! Look, they opened a noodle shop over there, don’t even hire help, work hard from dawn to dusk every day…”

“They’re doing very well,” Qiao Qingyu answered, looking at the middle-aged man.

“Good,” the middle-aged man nodded briefly again, turning to Owner Feng, “Sister Feng, I need to go, if you…”

“If I see Asheng, I’ll text you,” Owner Feng eagerly cut in, “Won’t call, you’re busy.”

“Thank you for the trouble.”

After the man left, Qiao Qingyu’s suspended heart finally settled—he hadn’t mentioned Qiao Baiyu. However, she quickly realized her earlier worry had been directed at the wrong person. Whatever relationship the middle-aged man had with Qiao Baiyu, however much he knew about her, he was calm and restrained, and didn’t live here—he probably wouldn’t and wouldn’t care to randomly bring up Qiao Baiyu’s matters. In contrast, the gossip-hungry newspaper stand owner guarding the community entrance, whose curiosity equaled that of all the newspaper stand owners in Shun Yun City combined, was the one to be wary of.

Although she had referred to Qiao Qingyu as “the Qiao family’s eldest daughter” twice, she didn’t know about Qiao Baiyu’s existence.

“Huan Zhou is much hotter than Shun Yun, right?” After seeing off the middle-aged man, Owner Feng turned her piercing gaze toward Qiao Qingyu, “What about your brother? Saw him once when you just moved in, haven’t seen him since?”

“Huan Zhou is too hot, he went back to our hometown.”

“Living alone in Shun Yun?”

“With our grandparents in the countryside.”

The answer satisfied Owner Feng, who smiled slightly and asked in a sympathetic tone: “In this heat, your parents won’t even install an air conditioner for you? You and your brother share a room, right? Just need to install one, save the children from suffering.”

It was one room, but also not one room. Chaoyang New Village stretched along the west bank of the Grand Canal, an old narrow community almost thirty years old with dated layouts. The Qiao family rented apartment 303 in Building 39, a two-bedroom unit of less than 60 square meters. The master bedroom shared the same orientation as the balcony, and Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao had divided it in half with several pieces of fiberboard—the window side for Qiao Jinyu, and the door side for Qiao Qingyu. The reason was simple: the internet port was by the window, and Qiao Jinyu, who had stumbled into sports school, could play games, while Qiao Qingyu, who had struggled to transfer to Huan Second Middle School, wasn’t allowed to touch the computer.

The fiberboard separating the siblings was airtight, with a door that could be locked from both sides. During the days when Qiao Jinyu wasn’t home, the door remained tightly locked, and Qiao Qingyu couldn’t even remember the color of the curtains on that side. How could one air conditioner be enough?

“Your grades were good in Shun Yun, right?” Having finished discussing the air conditioner, Owner Feng moved on to the next topic, “Huan Second Middle School isn’t easy to get into, your parents must have connections.”

Qiao Qingyu understood there were people like this in the world, putting on airs and pretenses, praising with their mouths while sneering in their hearts—simply put, looking down on others.

“I ranked first at Shun Yun First Middle School.”

“Oh, those are good grades indeed,” Owner Feng nodded with feigned approval, “Then you should do well in the upper ranks at Second Middle, you can compete with Asheng when the time comes since you’re at the same school…”

“I don’t like competing with others.”

“My, what a thing to say,” Owner Feng laughed dismissively, seeing right through Qiao Qingyu, “Second Middle is so competitive, and you who never even comes out to play, saying such things!”

That last statement had indeed been somewhat against her true feelings, but it had nothing to do with the academic competition Owner Feng mentioned—she didn’t go out to play because her mother Li Fanghao wouldn’t let her, and staying home wasn’t just about studying. Reading Dickens, Hugo, and Balzac, repeatedly exploring the strength of Liu-style calligraphy on rice paper, and watching the thriving Beijing Olympics on TV occupied most of Qiao Qingyu’s summer vacation.

Qiao Qingyu didn’t bother to explain. She had already spent too long at the newspaper stand and couldn’t let this bored, empty owner continue to invade her precious freedom.

“How rare to see you out today,” Owner Feng continued, “Where are you going?”

How to cleverly and properly avoid this question, completely seal Owner Feng’s mouth, and leave immediately? Qiao Qingyu thought quickly, feeling anxious inside.

“Going after your mother? Worried about her picking out a phone for you?”

Phone? Mother went to buy her a phone? She would finally have her phone?

“Let me tell you something, sister, your parents don’t earn money easily, a phone that can make calls and send messages is enough,” Qiao Qingyu’s delayed reaction made Owner Feng even more talkative as she assumed the pose of an elder, “Don’t chase trends. The students at Huan Second Middle are better off than those in Shun Yun, there are more rich people, you absolutely must not compete with your classmates, vanity is the worst thing for a girl, understand?”

“I understand,” Qiao Qingyu nodded in agreement, “I’m leaving now, goodbye auntie.”

She turned around as soon as she finished speaking, taking large quick steps, pretending not to hear Owner Feng calling out “Your mother went to Pacific Computer City” behind her. When she reached the Chaoyang New Village bus stop, she stopped and found her destination on the sun-scorched bus stop sign.

Qing Lake.

Imagining the sparkling waves on the lake’s surface, Qiao Qingyu let out a light laugh.



Chapter 2: Liu Style
Owner Feng’s use of the word “chase” indicated that Li Fanghao had just left, which also meant that mother wouldn’t be home to check on her for a while—given Li Fanghao’s personality, buying something as expensive as a phone would definitely involve comparing prices at three different stores, spending at least two hours browsing the computer mall.

Qiao Qingyu’s thoughts swayed with the bus’s stops and starts. The few minutes wasted at the newspaper stand weren’t completely meaningless; at least she had vaguely understood why her parents had worked so hard to relocate the entire family to Huan Zhou—as they say, the best place to hide is in plain sight. In Chaoyang New Village, they were just like many other migrants squeezed in there, ordinary people busy with their daily lives, nameless and anonymous.

How wonderful, that her parents’ method of escaping rumors was to settle in the very place where rumors were born, like rushing into the calm eye of a typhoon to avoid the storm—both wise and tragic.

Looking out the bus window, Qiao Qingyu thought that Huan Zhou must be a turbulent city. Qiao Baiyu’s past was just a small wave in this city, and their family’s arrival was as silent as leaves falling on the sea surface. It was good—she liked the city’s power to swallow everything.

The bus stopped at Qing Lake North Road, and Qiao Qingyu got off. The scorching sun had scared away many tourists. She walked alone along the lake, without a hat or umbrella, not particularly seeking shade. Her empty-handed, stroll caused several passersby to turn their heads. After walking for half an hour under the blazing sun, Qiao Qingyu came to a pavilion on the south shore, and seeing a small air-conditioned shop behind it, she went inside.

The shopkeeper behind the counter greeted her, smiling and commenting on her flushed cheeks in the Huan Zhou dialect, presumably mistaking her for a local student who had come down to buy water.

Qiao Qingyu took a bottle of mineral water from the refrigerator, turned, and handed the shopkeeper five yuan, smiling reservedly.

“Cool your face, cool your face,” the shopkeeper pointed at the water bottle in her hand, putting his palm on his face to demonstrate, “Don’t you care about that pretty face of yours?”

Her face did feel burning hot and somewhat painful. Qiao Qingyu first opened the cap and took a big gulp, then followed the shopkeeper’s example, pressing the remaining half bottle of ice-cold water against her face.

As she took the change from the shopkeeper, the automatic door behind her chimed open, and several laughing young men and women burst in.

“Qiao Qingyu?”

Turning around, Qiao Qingyu was startled to see a distant yet familiar innocent smile.

“Senior He Kai?”

“What a surprise,” He Kai’s eyes lit up, “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see Qing Lake,” Qiao Qingyu smiled and whispered. The gazes of He Kai’s companions all fell on her, making her feel somewhat embarrassed.

“Are you alone?” He Kai asked again.

Qiao Qingyu nodded.

“I heard you transferred to Huan Second Middle School?”

“Yes.”

Being so cold wasn’t intentional on Qiao Qingyu’s part. On the contrary, she was excited and nervous. At Shun Yun First Middle School, He Kai had excellent grades and was handsome. Like many other girls, Qiao Qingyu had harbored naive admiration and vague affection for him. She was one year below He Kai and had never spoken to him, yet He Kai knew her name.

“It was so sudden.”

The hint of regret in He Kai’s voice caused his companions to howl and whoop. Qiao Qingyu felt her face grow even redder. He Kai helplessly gestured for them to stop, then turned to ask Qiao Qingyu if she’d like to join them for dinner.

Qiao Qingyu felt awkward: “No need, I have to go home.”

“Where do you live?” asked one of the busybodies behind He Kai.

“Chaoyang New Village.”

“That’s on our way!” The busybody excitedly put his hand on He Kai’s shoulder, giving him a meaningful look: “We’re going to Grand Canal Food Street, right across from Chaoyang New Village, let’s give you a ride.”

“Come with us,” He Kai tried to maintain his composure as he looked at Qiao Qingyu.

Qiao Qingyu didn’t refuse. She brazenly got into their business van, ending up in the last row with He Kai, awkwardly making intermittent conversation with him throughout the journey. To prevent Owner Feng from spotting her getting off the van, Qiao Qingyu specifically asked to be dropped off at the arch bridge, planning to slip into the community through the back entrance by the canal.

Unexpectedly, He Kai got off with her.

“I also like walking by the water,” He Kai said casually, “Let me walk you to your building.”

The two walked slowly along the narrow footpath by the Grand Canal, Qiao Qingyu’s thoughts scattered, unable to focus on He Kai’s gentle words. It was already past 4:30, Li Fanghao could appear at Chaoyang New Village at any moment, with the newly bought phone. Qiao Qingyu didn’t want Li Fanghao to witness her saying a lingering goodbye to He Kai downstairs. She had to get He Kai to leave, without a moment’s delay.

“…but I noticed you’re different from other girls,” He Kai had been saying, “You never use an umbrella in summer, you’re not afraid of the sun at all.”

The words “afraid of the sun” made Qiao Qingyu turn her head toward He Kai.

“Aren’t you afraid of getting tanned?” He Kai asked, then quickly added, “I’m not saying you’re dark, don’t misunderstand… your skin is very fair, I meant to ask how you don’t get tanned… that’s a stupid question, haha, I just wanted to say girls like you are special, not like some girls who become overly concerned about their appearance just because they have some beauty, you’re different from them…”

Qiao Qingyu noticed a large camphor tree not far away by the river, its branches luxuriant and magnificent. The thick shade under the tree would make a good place to bid farewell to He Kai.

“Girls like you…”

“I am afraid of the sun,” Qiao Qingyu rather rudely interrupted He Kai—she immediately regretted her unseemly panic, “I just rarely go out, so I always forget to bring an umbrella.”

“I think you’re so cool.”

Qiao Qingyu felt a bit dizzy, unsure whether it was due to the dazzling sunlight hitting her face or He Kai’s smile. She quietly took a breath, quickened her pace, and led He Kai to the shade under the camphor tree. She had meant to find an excuse to quickly say goodbye to He Kai, but he was carefully examining a notice board inside the railing, seemingly deliberately trying to prolong the time.

“Entry is strictly forbidden,” He Kai read aloud, “consequences will be horrifying.”

Qiao Qingyu casually glanced at the warning, but her gaze was firmly fixed on those characters: extraordinary, incomparable Liu-style calligraphy.

Truly good calligraphy has life and soul. The characters before her eyes, like the “Ride the wind and break the waves in time, set sail straight for the vast sea” that Qiao Baiyu had written at age twelve and hung on their wall, were full of unique freshness and vitality.

Qiao Baiyu’s strokes were light and graceful like a radiant young girl, while the strokes before her eyes were strong and clean like a bright young man, more unrestrained.

In comparison, the stack of rice paper she had used up during summer vacation seemed like clumsy puppets with uncoordinated limbs.

Sighing softly, Qiao Qingyu stepped closer and saw that the warning was written with a brush on white paper, stuck over the original official notice board, covering the characters engraved on the board. The official board seemed serious, leading Qiao Qingyu to deduce that this old tree was a protected heritage tree.

“How horrifying could it be?” He Kai also realized this was someone’s prank, laughing carelessly, “I’d like to see.”

With that, he lifted his foot and decisively stepped over the low railing surrounding the tree trunk.

This mischievous act effectively broke He Kai’s distant and rigid image in Qiao Qingyu’s mind. Her gaze followed He Kai as she watched him touch the rough tree trunk, silently circle it once, then jump out of the railing. He turned his back to Qiao Qingyu, half-squatting by the riverbank, his head slightly tilted toward the water.

A wooden cargo ship loaded with sand glided silently past He Kai’s silhouette, creating ripples in Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

Imperfection is beauty. Leaving quietly, departing without a goodbye, would make today’s small adventure endlessly memorable, and besides—Qiao Qingyu forcefully convinced herself to lift her foot—greeting Li Fanghao at home would be more considerate than letting a well-meaning mother rush home excitedly only to find an empty house.

Having made up her mind, Qiao Qingyu stared straight at He Kai’s back, trying hard to engrave this perfect scene in her mind. The ancient camphor tree was lush, the grayish-green waves were velvet-soft, and the young man by the river stood motionless, harboring thoughts more burning than the summer day.

Suddenly He Kai turned his head back, and Qiao Qingyu hurriedly shifted her gaze to the warning sign under the tree.

“There are fish in the water,” He Kai smiled, “Do you want to come and see?”

Qiao Qingyu moved her gaze from the sign reading “Entry strictly forbidden, consequences will be horrifying,” and saw He Kai stand up, step back inside the railing, and move to one side of the sign, tilting his head to examine it.

“This handwriting looks very similar to yours,” He Kai smiled, “Like the school motto hanging on the back wall of your classroom, everyone said you wrote that…”

It was indeed written by her, Qiao Qingyu nodded. Just like how He Kai knew her name, the fact that he knew about her writing the school motto also surprised her. However, because she was just staring at the sign, her reaction seemed somewhat flat.

“Yours is more beautiful,” He Kai added.

Qiao Qingyu looked up and shook her head firmly: “No, mine is the worst.”

He Kai smiled somewhat puzzledly but didn’t pursue the matter, and Qiao Qingyu fell silent as well, allowing her gaze to linger on the warning sign.

It was clear that the person who wrote these characters, like Qiao Baiyu, had hands blessed by heaven, writing with ease and composure. While Qiao Baiyu was graceful and playful, this person was bold and unrestrained. A proud person, Qiao Qingyu concluded.

A male. She concluded again.

After looking for a while, the characters for “horrifying” became grotesque. Qiao Qingyu wondered: being able to write such characters showed that this person wasn’t an immature child, yet why would someone who wasn’t a child do such childish things as intimidating passersby?

“Want to come see the fish?” He Kai asked.

Qiao Qingyu remembered her plan to leave without saying goodbye. She looked at He Kai, opened her mouth but swallowed back the “no” that was on her lips. He Kai had invited her twice, and she couldn’t bear to refuse. The clock in her heart ticked louder, growing more anxious.

“You won’t be returning to Shun Yun First Middle School anymore, right?” He Kai smiled somewhat shyly, “I thought I’d never see you again, today was unexpected… By the way, which class are you in at Huan Second? Can I write to you?”

Qiao Qingyu bit her lower lip lightly, hesitating before speaking: “I’m in Class 5, Year 2.”

For a moment, both were silent. Suddenly He Kai remembered something, frantically searched his pants pockets to no avail, then looked up to ask Qiao Qingyu if she had a pen.

Qiao Qingyu shook her head.

He Kai looked around, picked up a stone by his feet, and forcefully scratched on the paper that read “Entry strictly forbidden, consequences will be horrifying.” Seeing faint marks appear, he happily winked at Qiao Qingyu.

Then, he used the stone to scratch a string of numbers below those characters, carefully tore off the lower right corner of the paper, and handed it to Qiao Qingyu.

“My phone number.”

For some reason, Qiao Qingyu very much wanted to run away. But she still reached out her hand.

She didn’t get He Kai’s phone number.

A pair of large feet descended from above, landing with a “pat” on the paper in He Kai’s hand, crushing it to the ground.



Chapter 3: Ming Sheng
Qiao Qingyu stumbled back three or four steps, but once she steadied herself, she could see clearly: this person had extraordinary skill.

It wasn’t just that he could jump down from a two-meter-high branch and precisely step on He Kai’s hand—just his landing posture, with one leg inside and one outside the railing trapped between his knees, wasn’t something an ordinary person could achieve.

He Kai rubbed the back of his scraped right hand, frowning, about to speak, but was cut off by the newcomer: “What’s your name?”

It was a clear, slightly deep adolescent voice, barely containing its anger, utterly domineering.

Qiao Qingyu could only see his lean back. The hood of his black hooded sweatshirt covered his head, his upper body completely wrapped up, light gray athletic shorts reaching just to his knees, his lower legs slim, straight, and white. No socks visible, eye-catching black and white basketball shoes with a black figure holding a basketball printed on the heel—the Air Jordans that Qiao Jinyu had been dreaming about.

“Rich kid,” Qiao Qingyu thought to herself, “no wonder he’s so arrogant.”

“What’s your name?” the black-clothed youth raised his voice as if trying to intimidate everyone around.

He Kai remained silent, stepping forward to cross the railing.

“Won’t say?” the youth coldly blocked He Kai’s path, not looking at him, “Want to bet I’ll burn down Shun Yun First Middle School?”

He Kai was surprised: “You were hiding in the tree eavesdropping on our conversation?”

“Tell me your name,” the youth’s voice was full of impatience, pointing at the notice He Kai had torn, then added: “And compensate.”

He Kai glared at the youth, showing anger that Qiao Qingyu had never seen before. Standing to the side, she felt helpless, lamenting internally—Li Fanghao might come home to an empty house now. Her earlier carefree boldness in going out had completely vanished, and she couldn’t help but worry about her situation.

“You want me to compensate for a piece of paper?” He Kai said through gritted teeth, “I…”

Suddenly he stopped, his eyes showing first realization, then panic: “You… you wouldn’t be Ming Sheng, would you?”

Hearing the name “Ming Sheng” for the second time that day, thinking of the mysterious man at the newspaper stand who had recognized Qiao Baiyu and asked about her parents, Qiao Qingyu’s nerves inexplicably tensed.

“I’m sorry, I…” He Kai’s attitude did a complete 180-degree turn, full of apology while treading on thin ice, “I didn’t know this was your writing, otherwise I definitely wouldn’t have torn it, I’m sorry, I apologize.”

“Name,” Ming Sheng sounded extremely cold, “Third time asking.”

“He, He Kai.”

He Kai’s trembling appearance made Qiao Qingyu even more nervous. She couldn’t see Ming Sheng’s face but thought anyone who could wrap themselves in long-sleeved black clothes on such a hot day must be extraordinary. So, according to Owner Feng, this was the person living across from her balcony, someone she had never heard of but who struck fear into others.

“Two things: First, when school starts, my friend will go to Shun Yun to find you, you better treat him well; Second,” Ming Sheng said as he casually tore off the remaining large piece of paper, crumpling it in his hand, “compensate with identical calligraphy within a week.”

After speaking, he lifted his long leg over the railing, carelessly glanced at the stunned Qiao Qingyu standing to the side, made a scornful “tch” sound, and strode through Chaoyang New Village’s back entrance.

Qiao Qingyu’s thundering heart suddenly went silent when Ming Sheng glanced at her. Those eyes that flashed by were pure black and startlingly bright—

An air-conditioner-less scorching summer was destined to leave a deep mark on one’s life. Qiao Qingyu comforted herself this way while inserting her key into the lock.

The apartment was quiet; Li Fanghao hadn’t returned.

She relaxed, throwing herself onto the creaking old leather sofa. After sitting for a while, she walked to the balcony, routinely bringing in the clothes hanging outside.

The entire Building 38 opposite was bathed in golden evening sunlight. Through the tightly closed blue aluminum alloy windows, she could see the kitchen directly opposite was clean and tidy, but the cabinets were empty, without a trace of life. Between the kitchen and living room, there was no door, but a beige partition curtain hanging to the floor. The window of the room next to the kitchen was filled with dark curtains as if trying to block out all light and heat from outside.

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but wonder: Does anyone live here?

Looking away, Ming Sheng’s profile under the black hood flashed before her eyes, and the phrase “fleeting glimpse” involuntarily came to mind. That half-face had flowing lines, a high straight nose, and noticeably white skin. When he glanced at her, his chin slightly raised, that world-dominating attitude seemed innate, his pride completely natural. Though it was just a glance, the overwhelming pressure she felt then still made her heart flutter when she recalled it now. “Too handsome!” Owner Feng’s vulgar voice came uninvited, echoing again and again in Qiao Qingyu’s ears.

She recalled another thing Owner Feng had mentioned: “Maybe you’ll be in the same class.”

This possibility inexplicably excited her—who wouldn’t want to have a legendary figure in their class? Just watching him, observing his stories, would make life less boring.

Moreover, by coincidence, she had somehow formed a connection with this legendary figure.

The two things Ming Sheng had said before leaving made Qiao Qingyu very worried for He Kai. Though it seemed unrelated to her, since she had intentionally led He Kai to the ancient camphor tree, she couldn’t stay uninvolved.

Of the two tasks, regarding the “calligraphy compensation,” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t think of anyone else who could help besides herself.

The characters “Entry strictly forbidden, consequences will be horrifying” were like they were carved in her mind, every detail crystal clear. That evening, Qiao Qingyu gave up on her plan to finish “Les Misérables” before school started, and bent over her desk, tirelessly trying to transfer the characters from her mind onto white paper.

For over an hour, sweat drops constantly slid from her cheeks to her chin. It was too stuffy.

At first, Qiao Qingyu was passionate, her strokes bold, but gradually her right hand holding the brush became hesitant. The more she hesitated, the less her characters carried Ming Sheng’s force, though they somewhat resembled his. Eventually, the characters on paper merged with those in her mind, until even that initial clear memory became blurred.

Having worked so hard with such poor results, Qiao Qingyu felt deeply frustrated. “No rush, no rush,” she consoled herself, “I can write again after seeing Ming Sheng the day after tomorrow.”

Seeing Ming Sheng in person, knowing his temperament and style, might help her break through and grasp the essence of Ming Sheng’s calligraphy.

After all, one’s writing reflects one’s character.

Thinking this way, Qiao Qingyu became even more excited about starting school the day after tomorrow—

On the last day of August 2008, Sunday, Qiao Jinyu returned to their “new” home in Huan Zhou. After dinner, while Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao hadn’t yet returned, Qiao Qingyu finally got her hands on the computer.

She successively typed “Huan Zhou Ming Sheng,” “Huan Second Ming Sheng,” “Huan Zhou A-Sheng” and other keywords into the search bar, quickly browsing everything about Ming Sheng. Soon, from blog posts, forum threads, school forums, and education news, she captured quite a bit of information about Ming Sheng.

Ming Sheng had started school at age five, attending Yunhe School adjacent to Chaoyang New Village. After elementary school, he entered Huan Zhou Foreign Language School in the west of the city, and last year graduated from middle school, entering Huan Second Middle School ranked third in the city. From a young age, he excelled in calligraphy, painting, piano, and sports. His calligraphy and paintings won awards every year. At thirteen, he stood out among many competitors to tour Australia with the city’s youth symphony orchestra. Last year, as soon as he entered Huan Second, he was recruited into the school basketball team. His English was excellent—evident from a video of a ninth-grade speech competition posted by the Foreign Language School. Ming Sheng won first place in that competition, speaking English that was both advanced and natural.

Yet all this glory seemed to appear before Ming Sheng entered high school, except for basketball.

Not long after starting high school, Ming Sheng received a warning from Huan Second for fighting in the basketball gym. After the November sports meet, he received another demerit—for leading a group fight. Initially in Class 3, due to severe conflicts with the homeroom teacher, he was moved to Class 9 after half a semester. In Class 9, he clashed with the class president, forcing that top student to request a transfer. In the second semester, he moved to Class 7, where his conflicts with the academic director escalated. During midterm exams, he incited the whole class to boycott the last exam, sending the academic director to the hospital. Under the banner of “protecting Huan Second students,” he had endless disputes with various outsiders. Due to his outrageous behavior and striking appearance, he quickly became famous on the forums of various schools in Huan Zhou. Almost overnight, students across Huan Zhou knew there was a Ming Sheng at Huan Second—someone to be observed but not provoked.

Of course, there was no information about Ming Sheng’s father.

“Sis, what are you looking at?” Qiao Jinyu’s voice came from behind. He had just finished showering, and like characters in TV dramas, wrapped the family’s only bath towel around his waist, walking in with great swagger to get his clothes.

“Do you know Ming Sheng?” Qiao Qingyu asked without turning around, clicking again on Huan Second’s forum.

“I’ve heard of him,” Qiao Jinyu leaned over to look at the screen, and after a few seconds exclaimed “Wow!” “Sis, he’s also in Class 5 Year 2, same class as you!”

“Where?” Qiao Qingyu asked urgently. Qiao Jinyu pointed, and Qiao Qingyu saw a new post floating at the top titled “Heard A-Sheng is going to Class 5, lucky Class 5 students!”

Just as Owner Feng had said, in the same class. Qiao Qingyu felt her eyes grow dull, a strange pressure surging into her chest, while a tiny voice in her mind cheered.

“Super handsome, they say girls faint just looking at him,” Qiao Jinyu said while getting dressed behind Qiao Qingyu, “There are photos of him online, haven’t you seen them?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu replied flatly, “But I saw him in person this afternoon.”

“What?!”

“He lives across from us.”

“Isn’t a working couple living across from us?”

“Not across the door, across the balcony,” Qiao Qingyu explained, while carefully filtering through Owner Feng’s words from yesterday in her mind, “Third floor of Building 38.”

“Really?” Qiao Jinyu rushed out while pulling down his shirt.

Meanwhile, Qiao Qingyu suddenly remembered something and quickly typed “Huan Zhou Director Wen” into the search bar. Related pages quickly appeared, and the first entry showed an ID photo of the middle-aged man from yesterday afternoon.

It was the official website of Provincial First Hospital.

“Wen Qiuxin, Hospital Director, Chief Physician, Doctoral Supervisor, fully responsible for the hospital’s medical care, teaching, research, administration, and logistics,” Qiao Qingyu read the first few lines softly, “Specializes in diagnosis and surgical treatment of various common and difficult neurological diseases, particularly experienced in treating various brain tumors, spinal cord and spine diseases, facial spasms, trigeminal neuralgia…”

“There are two households opposite, which one?” Qiao Jinyu poked his head in the door, “One looks uninhabited, the other is full of messy stuff, obviously not a rich family’s home, sis, are you sure you’re not mistaken?”

“The empty one.” Qiao Qingyu quickly replied, continuing to browse the introduction on the webpage. The resume was long, from various committee memberships to provincial political consultative committee members, including awards received and published papers, spreading across almost a full A4 page. This lineup indicated someone of considerable status.

Moving her gaze up, Qiao Qingyu carefully examined the middle-aged man’s ID photo. Although she hadn’t seen Ming Sheng’s full face, although Ming Sheng and his father had different surnames, there was no doubt these two were father and son—that overwhelming arrogance was identical.

“Sis,” when Qiao Jinyu rushed back again, Qiao Qingyu had just closed the webpage, “I told you, the apartment directly across from us is uninhabited… the curtains are drawn so tight, not a gap in the windows, not a bit of light inside… I heard Ming Sheng’s family is quite wealthy, how could he live in this run-down community like us!”

“It’s their old house.”

“You usually don’t care about anything outside your books, how do you suddenly know so much?”

Qiao Qingyu ignored him. Recalling Owner Feng’s words, a question arose in her mind: Why ask her to check if Ming Sheng was home? Don’t his parents have keys?

“You’ll be in the same class with him, you’ll meet him tomorrow, introduce me to him then!” Qiao Jinyu walked over, “I want to play games now.”

Qiao Qingyu stood up to give him the seat, lost in thought: “Sister was in Wei’ai Hospital before, right?”

“Yeah,” Qiao Jinyu gave her a puzzled and reproachful look, “Why bring that up out of nowhere!”

Qiao Qingyu said nothing more. Her thoughts returned to two and a half years ago, to that most oppressive Spring Festival.

That was when Qiao Baiyu had left this world.



Chapter 4: Bai Yu
Perhaps it was because time accelerates one’s memories, but looking back now, it was indeed as the neighbors in Shun Yun and the villagers from their hometown said – Qiao Bai Yu’s passing was “sudden.” However, Qiao Qing Yu didn’t agree with this word at the time. Qiao Bai Yu was hospitalized on the winter solstice before Christmas, and when their parents brought back her urn, it was already after the Lantern Festival, spanning nearly two months.

During the first month, Qiao Qing Yu not only had to deal with final exams but also had to take care of Qiao Jin Yu in place of their parents, cooking and doing laundry every day. The second month was spent enduring an unusually torturous winter break at their grandparents’ village house. As the family most praised in the village for their strict discipline and harmonious propriety, every family member had to wear their grief on their faces at all times – otherwise, outsiders would consider them heartless. Like all the glum-faced adults, Qiao Qing Yu didn’t dare show a single smile throughout the entire winter break, feeling guilty at the slightest hint of relief. Therefore, for the fourteen-year-old second-year middle school student Qiao Qing Yu, those days without her parents felt exceptionally long.

Even now, Qiao Qing Yu still doesn’t know the exact day her sister drew her last breath. Her parents never mentioned it, and it couldn’t be asked. After Qiao Bai Yu’s death, her name became an unspoken taboo in the family. But for outsiders, it was different – Qiao Bai Yu became the Qiao family’s label.

“Yes, that torn-down photo at the photo studio was their eldest daughter. She was very beautiful, but soon after going to Huan Zhou…” Qiao Qing Yu would hear people say.

“Poor thing, if it weren’t for wanting a son, Old Qiao would still have his iron rice bowl job, and his wife could’ve found any work. The family of three would’ve lived much more comfortably than now!” Others would say.

“What man doesn’t like beauty? Even if the eldest daughter wasn’t well-behaved, with her looks, she could’ve easily married a rich man and helped her younger siblings…” Such judgments were not uncommon.

Sometimes adults would stop Qiao Qing Yu on her way to or from school, inquiring whether Qiao Lu Sheng had gone to Huan Zhou again to file lawsuits. Besides brief nods or shakes of her head, Qiao Qing Yu didn’t know how to respond to their prying eyes. Occasionally, as she turned away, she would hear whispers like, “That’s the second daughter, pretty too, but when standing next to her sister… don’t worry about the second daughter, she’s well-behaved…”

In others’ mouths, she seemed like a dim moon, only existing by borrowing her sister’s radiant sunlight. Qiao Qing Yu couldn’t pinpoint when she started minding this, but she had always been clear about her motivation for studying hard: to accomplish what her sister couldn’t.

So she was self-disciplined, sensible, and undemanding. In other words, she was boringly well-behaved at school, utterly lacking personality.

Thinking about Qiao Bai Yu’s sudden departure, Qiao Qing Yu felt an inappropriate sense of envy. In her memory, Bai Yu had never given their parents peace of mind, and even her death was dramatic and impactful. Though she didn’t approve of Bai Yu’s outlandish behavior and conduct, she secretly envied her sister’s courage to live freely and casually.

Qiao Qing Yu was tired of being well-behaved.

She yearned to be a person with a distinct personality. Of course, this had to be premised on not angering her parents or affecting her studies.

Tomorrow would be the first day of school at an enviable super middle school. It was time to embrace a new life-

School finally started.

Class 5 of Senior Year 2 was formerly Class 6 of Senior Year 1, except the humanities students had left, replaced by science students from Classes 3, 7, and 9 – these three classes from Ming Sheng High’s first year had been disbanded and transformed into humanities classes.

Compared to completely unfamiliar faces, Ming Sheng’s arrival excited Class 5 more. Qiao Qing Yu felt this was heaven’s special treatment – she didn’t want to repeat the pattern from Shun Yun No. 1 Middle School, becoming a topic of gossip among classmates.

When the all-knowing landlady called her “eldest daughter,” it meant people here knew nothing about Qiao Bai Yu. Though Qiao Qing Yu felt guilty inside, her desire for a clean slate overshadowed everything. “It was Mom and Dad who actively erased sister from our lives,” she consoled herself. “Everyone wants to live simply and easily, doesn’t dwelling on the past serve no purpose?”

So when she made her first friend at school, Jiang Nian, she contentedly followed her parents’ example and erased Qiao Bai Yu’s existence in front of Jiang Nian.

“Do your parents favor boys over girls?” Jiang Nian was straightforward, asking while chewing her food. “Otherwise, why would they have your brother?”

Qiao Qing Yu instinctively defended her parents: “My parents had no choice, but they’re very good to both me and my brother.”

“Wasn’t there the one-child policy? How could they have two children?” Jiang Nian wondered.

Qiao Qing Yu felt somewhat guilty under the questioning – there was no doubt her parents fundamentally favored sons over daughters; otherwise, her father wouldn’t have traded his iron rice bowl state enterprise job for a son.

“I don’t know, but my parents value me more, my brother’s grades are very poor,” she quickly replied.

Fortunately, Jiang Nian didn’t pursue the topic. She lightly kicked Qiao Qing Yu, hunched her shoulders, and lowered her excited voice: “Hey, A-Sheng just looked back at you!”

Qiao Qing Yu knew Ming Sheng sat not far behind her to the right, and earlier while chatting with Jiang Nian, the group of boys’ animated conversation from that direction had been fluctuating background noise. She tried to catch Ming Sheng’s voice but failed; that guy seemed to have remained silent. Just after Jiang Nian said Ming Sheng had looked at her, the background noise suddenly went mute, and Qiao Qing Yu’s heart leaped.

“Here he comes,” Jiang Nian quickly announced.

A tall figure suddenly dropped into the empty chair beside her with a “thump,” making Qiao Qing Yu’s shoulders jump in surprise.

It was Ming Sheng’s close friend in class, the boy who had been appearing and disappearing together with Ming Sheng like conjoined twins these past two days – Ye Zi Lin, the spoiled rich second-generation.

“New classmate, Qiao-Qing-Yu,” Ye Zi Lin grinned, the flesh on both sides of his round face bunching together, “please stand up for a moment.”

Qiao Qing Yu looked at him, her eyes full of confusion and wariness.

“It’s like this,” Ye Zi Lin cleared his throat formally, “you see, over there, we have seven boys total, and we’re voting for the class beauty. Right now it’s three to three, you’re tied with Deng Mei Xi! Guess who hasn’t voted yet?”

Qiao Qing Yu remained silent, feeling inexplicably ashamed.

“Hey, let me tell you a secret,” Ye Zi Lin leaned in closer, speaking frivolously in a low voice, “I voted for you.”

Qiao Qing Yu unconsciously leaned away.

“Only A-Sheng hasn’t spoken up,” Ye Zi Lin said, throwing a knowing look at Jiang Nian, then turned his head back to Qiao Qing Yu, suddenly raising his voice, “A-Sheng doesn’t know you well yet, stand up and turn around, let him see you, smile at him, he likes girls who look pretty when they smile…”

The group of boys behind them laughed unevenly. Qiao Qing Yu’s ears flushed red, and she stiffly turned her head to the other side, showing her displeasure at being insulted.

Ye Zi Lin jumped up, circled to the other side, and plopped down again. Qiao Qing Yu quickly turned her head back, resolutely presenting the back of her head to him.

“Hey~ new classmate, don’t be like that, I’m here on a mission, give me some face-“

The boys laughed again, and someone whistled. The commotion grew, and other people in the cafeteria started looking their way.

“You’re crazy!” Jiang Nian cursed angrily, “You’re all so childish!”

Ye Zi Lin ignored her, continuing to plead with Qiao Qing Yu. A boy speaking nicely beside her while she stubbornly turned her head away – the scene looked awkward from any angle. Her ears were buzzing, and the enormous sense of humiliation left Qiao Qing Yu frozen.

“…think about it, if A-Sheng votes for you, then you’ll be his appointed class beauty, this honor…”

“I don’t want it.”

Ye Zi Lin froze, then changed his expression: “Acting so high and mighty…”

“I don’t like flowers,” Qiao Qing Yu tried to sound calm, “it has nothing to do with Ming Sheng, and I don’t need your judgment.”

“Damn! I’ve seen it all!” Ye Zi Lin shouted sarcastically, “Who do you think you are!”

At that moment, Qiao Qing Yu felt she had taken a wrong turn. Although maintaining one’s individuality meant having a personality, she had been too aggressive. What was her tiny sense of self-worth in front of Ming Sheng’s formidable group? Pursuing individuality shouldn’t mean antagonizing these people.

Ye Zi Lin went back cursing and muttering. Qiao Qing Yu continued eating her rice while listening to Jiang Nian’s quiet consolation.

“Ye Zi Lin is just like that, relying on his family’s money, he especially disrespects people…”

Qiao Qing Yu looked up with a weak smile.

“You don’t like flowers?” Jiang Nian asked.

Qiao Qing Yu let out a deep “mm” from her throat.

“Why?”

“Just,” Qiao Qing Yu paused, “find it superficial, so I can’t bring myself to like it.”

Since she had hidden Qiao Bai Yu’s existence, she couldn’t possibly tell Jiang Nian about that unjust incident involving flowers. She was just starting seventh grade then, when one day she found an elegantly wrapped bouquet of pink roses on her bed after returning home. It must have been from some boy for Qiao Bai Yu, who was bedridden with a severe cold. Seeing Bai Yu sleeping soundly, Qing Yu quietly held the roses in her arms, lowering her head to smell them intently. This scene was caught by Li Fang Hao, who suddenly burst through the door.

“They’re not my flowers,” Qing Yu threw the bouquet away as if electrocuted, “They’re not mine.”

“They’re not mine either.” Bai Yu’s weak voice came from the upper bunk, startling Qing Yu.

“I’ve been in bed all day and haven’t gone out,” Bai Yu turned over with difficulty, “I don’t dare accept anything from anyone right now.”

“Whose are they then?” Li Fang Hao was about to explode, her sharp gaze wavering between the sisters.

Qing Yu wanted to explain, but Bai Yu beat her to it: “They’re not mine. Qing Qing, you’re in middle school now, entering puberty. If any boy shows interest in you, you absolutely cannot give in, understand?”

Qing Yu still clearly remembers her shock at that moment. “I didn’t,” she repeated, biting her lip as tears welled up in her eyes.

She could see Li Fang Hao’s dilemma: believing the younger daughter would hurt the elder daughter’s face, but believing the elder daughter might wrongly accuse the younger one. Bai Yu lay back down after speaking, while Qing Yu, full of grievance and anger, pitifully held onto Li Fang Hao’s hand, tears falling rapidly.

After a while, Li Fang Hao stroked Qing Yu’s head: “Qing Qing is sensible, don’t accept flowers from others in the future, you must be careful about this. For a girl, the most important thing is to maintain your dignity…”

Though the words were sincerely directed at Qing Yu, Li Fang Hao’s eyes kept glancing at the upper bunk of the bunk bed. Qing Yu understood that the mom was using her education of Qing Yu to educate Bai Yu, just not wanting to hurt her sister’s self-esteem. Through tear-blurred eyes, Li Fang Hao’s opening and closing mouth seemed to exhale cold air, making Qing Yu feel increasingly cold, from outside to inside, chilling to the bone.

“You’re so unique,” Jiang Nian’s words brought Qing Yu back to reality, “but the way you just spoke, others might think you’re like the fox who couldn’t reach the grapes and called them sour, doing it on purpose… because Ye Zi Lin was talking about being the class beauty, not actual flowers.”

Being called “unique” for the first time, Qing Yu felt somewhat flattered and continued speaking frankly: “I don’t like terms like class beauty or school beauty either, they sound like they’re all about appearance, with no substance.”

Jiang Nian frowned, retorting unhappily: “That’s not true, our school’s beauty Wang Mu Mu is not superficial at all, her grades are excellent, you probably can’t match her.”

Qing Yu realized she had been extreme. She shook her head, trying to shake away the lingering image of Bai Yu’s pretty figure in her mind. “Don’t affect my life,” she warned her sister in her head.

Walking toward the tray return area, Qing Yu and Jiang Nian happened to be right behind Ye Zi Lin and his group. The boys walked extremely slowly, loudly discussing a pretty freshman girl called “Tian Tian,” then suddenly rushed to throw their dirty plates into the plastic bin, making loud clattering sounds as if trying to drown out everything else. Qing Yu frowned in disgust, her gaze wandering to the cafeteria’s glass doors, where she found Ming Sheng already standing there, his thin frame in a loose athletic shirt casually leaning against the doorframe, head slightly lowered, looking at his phone, oblivious to everything.

After staring intently for two seconds, Qing Yu withdrew her gaze. The sun was overhead, and though he was bathed in brightness, he gave off a cool impression, perhaps because students entering and leaving the cafeteria had chosen the other glass door. “A sense of distance,” Qing Yu thought, affirming her assessment.

This was the second term, the first being “a sense of superiority.”

After observing Ming Sheng for two days, he indeed behaved as his father had said, “lawless.”

He showed up late in the afternoon on the first day of school, and immediately refused the “class monitor” position assigned by homeroom teacher Sun Ying Long, his attitude was lazy and unrestrained, making Qing Yu marvel at Sun Ying Long’s good temper. He left early too. Slept during English class, disappeared during PE and computer classes, reportedly playing basketball with the sports team students in the gymnasium. Didn’t do homework.

However, after learning about Ming Sheng’s grades, Qing Yu felt these words somewhat misunderstood him. Maintaining a position in the top fifty at Huan No. 2 Middle School while not being a bookworm, excelling in painting, basketball, and piano, having impeccable looks that made him universally popular, commanding respect among male students, and coming from a privileged family – what reason was there not to be “arrogant”? Someone outstanding in every aspect had every right to be rebellious.

He not only had everything but could also do as he pleased. Qing Yu envied him from the bottom of her heart.

However, her conclusions of “superiority” and “distance” couldn’t help Qing Yu grasp the soul of Ming Sheng’s characters.

These past two nights, she had specifically set aside time to carefully imitate Ming Sheng’s handwriting. The stroke beginnings needed to be elevated, the endings wild, the writing process flowing in one breath. But no matter how hard she tried, switching between soft and hard brushes, she could never express that fierce feeling. “Strange,” Qing Yu thought of Ming Sheng’s fresh and bright image, “he doesn’t look like a villain.”

In her final attempt, the first few characters were passable, but the characters for “horror” were all bluster, making the whole paper reveal traces of clumsy imitation.

Qing Yu hoped Ming Sheng was a man of his word, otherwise her secret observation and imitation would seem like wishful thinking. On the other hand, she hoped Ming Sheng wouldn’t be too particular, after all, no one, including himself, could write characters that were “the same.”

Before PE class on Friday, Qing Yu took advantage of everyone at the gymnasium to secretly slip her rolled-up final product into Ming Sheng’s desk. This was the last day of the “one-week” deadline, considered fulfilling her obligation. The class bell had already rung when she ran toward the gymnasium, but Qing Yu was in high spirits. However, as soon as she entered the basketball court in the gymnasium, her soaring mood was suddenly yanked down.

Everyone who had already gathered was staring at her, including Ming Sheng standing to the side and back. When he looked at Qing Yu, there was a strange smile in the corner of his eye, his thoughtful expression identical to when his father saw Qing Yu days ago. The warning alarm in her mind automatically went off, and Qing Yu jogged to join the ranks, her posture tense as if afraid of slipping at any moment.

She stood on the right side of the front row, separated from Ming Sheng in the right rear by two people. After the PE teacher explained the key points of dribbling and passing, everyone was told to practice separately in freely formed teams. Qing Yu was holding the basketball, and had just met Jiang Nian’s gaze in the distance when a voice came from beside her: “Team up with me, Qiao Qing Yu.”

Over there, Jiang Nian sheepishly ducked her head, making a “please go ahead” gesture. Before Qing Yu could speak as she stiffly turned around, Ming Sheng had already snatched the basketball from her hands: “Follow me.”

He dribbled the ball out of the crowd, incidentally clearing a path for Qing Yu amid sideways glances. Qing Yu stood frozen, an ominous feeling preventing her from taking a step.

Ming Sheng stopped at the other side of the gymnasium.

“Go on, Qiao Qing Yu,” Guan Lan, who was closest to Qing Yu, pushed her playfully, “A-Sheng’s going to teach you basketball!”

Compared to the ominous feeling, the curious gazes from all around were harder to endure. So Qing Yu steeled herself and ran toward Ming Sheng to meet everyone’s expectations, leaving all the excited onlookers behind.

Her premonition soon proved correct.

“Your handwriting is quite good,” Ming Sheng said, throwing the ball to Qing Yu, “has some of my style.”

Before Qing Yu could speak, he languidly added a second sentence: “So, you can do something for me.”

“What?”

“Do my homework.”

Qing Yu stared incredulously at his handsome face showing no shame, and after a while managed to squeeze out: “Why?”

“Because I don’t like doing homework,” Ming Sheng answered straightforwardly.

“No.”

“Many people are eager to do my homework,” Ming Sheng looked down at her, “but I look down on their terrible handwriting. I’m very picky.”

“I have no obligation to do your homework, you can’t because…”

“It’s not an obligation, it’s compensation,” Ming Sheng coldly interrupted, “that boyfriend of yours from your hometown, He Kai tore up the sign I wrote, and can’t compensate me with an exact copy, you doing my homework will count as compensation on his behalf.”

“I wrote it for him, I just put the compensation characters in your drawer.”

“The same?”

Qing Yu was stumped, her lips trembling slightly from sudden anger.

Ming Sheng ignored her anger-filled eyes and continued airily: “Doing my homework will be a secret between us, congratulations on being able to keep my secret.”

“Even you can’t write two identical characters! This is an impossible task!” Qing Yu stared straight at Ming Sheng, “You’re doing this on purpose, you’re going too far!”

“Think what you want,” Ming Sheng shrugged indifferently, “I advise you to obediently do my homework, otherwise your fate will be worse than He Kai’s.”

“Senior He Kai, he,” Qing Yu paused slightly nervously, “what did you do to Senior He Kai?”

Ming Sheng glanced at her sideways, looking impatient: “You can’t help him, but you can help yourself.”

“I said no.”

“If you’re willing to do my homework, I won’t tell everyone about your sister Qiao Bai Yu,” Ming Sheng turned his head away from Qing Yu, “after all, you consider yourself above others, surely you don’t want classmates to know you have a,” he deliberately dragged out his voice, pausing meaningfully, “sister who degraded herself and died young from AIDS, do you?”



Chapter 5: Lies
Whenever Qing Yu had to do something “out of line,” she would involuntarily think through all the consequences thoroughly to find the best escape route. But by copying Ming Sheng’s homework, she was destined to face consequences beyond her control regardless of what she did.

If she flatly refused, rumors about Bai Yu would instantly spread everywhere, eventually reaching Chaoyang New Village, destroying the peaceful life her parents had carefully built; accepting meant spending large amounts of time each night dealing with this task, inevitably affecting her studies; reporting it to teachers would lead to retaliation from Ming Sheng, who could force honor students to drop out, and he might still reveal Bai Yu’s story.

Opposing Ming Sheng would be miserable – Qing Yu did not doubt this. Over the weekend, while Jin Yu was home, she learned from Shun Yun No. 1’s forum about He Kai’s misfortunes over the past week: first, he was slapped by some street thugs at the school gate, then deliberately tripped while cycling home, injuring his right wrist, reportedly requiring three months to fully recover. Three months unable to write was undoubtedly “horrifying” for a senior-year student.

“Which class are you in?”

The person who initiated the conversation was Chen Ruo Yi, Qing Yu’s freshman class monitor at Shun Yun No. 1 and one of her few friends there.

After telling her she was in Class 5, Chen Ruo Yi got excited: “Oh my god! Same class as Ming Sheng!”

She then asked Qing Yu if she knew why Ming Sheng had it in for He Kai.

Her fingers hovering over the keyboard for several seconds, Qing Yu slowly typed “Not sure.” Explaining the cause and effect would require revealing all the details from that day, which was very difficult for her—actively mentioning He Kai walking her home made her uncomfortable. Moreover, she admitted her cowardice—in Shun Yun’s classmates’ eyes, she and He Kai were strangers, and she could already imagine how people would gossip about her if she explained the situation.

“Since you’re in his class, be careful not to offend him, especially since you’re new there. Just endure if anything happens,” Chen Ruo Yi didn’t pursue the question, “Though I’ve heard he won’t bully girls, especially those from No. 2, and he’ll protect everyone in his class, both boys and girls. Oh right! Since you’re in his class now, why don’t you talk to him about stopping his harassment of Senior He Kai? He’s going too far!”

Qing Yu simply replied, “mm, I know.”

“Is Huan Zhou even hotter than Shun Yun?” Chen Ruo Yi seemed to be deliberately searching for topics, “Have you been to Qing Lake? Is it not that impressive?”

“I haven’t had much chance to go out, just secretly glimpsed Qing Lake,” Qing Yu replied, “It’s about the same as in books.”

“Why don’t you go out?”

“My parents are strict, they won’t let me go out alone.”

Chen Ruo Yi made an “oh” sound: “Your parents probably don’t want to take you to Qing Lake, An Ling Garden is on North Mountain by Qing Lake, they’d be sad if they went there.”

Her tone, as if she were Qing Yu’s longtime friend, made Qing Yu somewhat uncomfortable.

“What’s An Ling Garden?”

“Huan Zhou’s public cemetery! How do you not even know that? Your sister must be buried there!”

Perhaps because she had gradually grown accustomed to life in Huan Zhou without mentioning Bai Yu, suddenly seeing the word “sister” made Qing Yu feel somewhat resistant.

“My sister is buried on the mountain in Nan Qiao Village, next to our ancestral graves,” Qing Yu replied. She was beginning to dislike Chen Ruo Yi’s inexplicable enthusiasm.

“Oh, I see, I was just guessing, don’t mind if I got it wrong,” Chen Ruo Yi said, “Mainly because my dad suddenly mentioned the other day that people should receive their last rites when they pass away, so I thought of your sister…”

“I rarely think about her now.”

As she typed these words, Qing Yu noticed her own deliberately hardened heart.

“Since you’re in Ming Sheng’s class, can you get his photo?”

“Aren’t there many online?”

“Those are all candid shots, no clear face shots!”

Qing Yu had completely lost interest in chatting. “No,” she replied stiffly while making her decision to defend her innocent, blameless family. Trading some of her study time for the family’s peaceful and serene life was worth it-

When her parents brought Qiao Jin Rui and his girlfriend home for a visit, Qing Yu was struggling with Ming Sheng’s English essay. Hearing the door open, she hurriedly stuffed Ming Sheng’s other homework into her desk drawer before going out to greet them.

“Brother Jin Rui,” she smiled and called out, then looked at the pretty girl with brown permed hair beside Qiao Jin Rui, “Sister-in-law.”

The girl covered her mouth and laughed, leaning against Qiao Jin Rui’s shoulder: “Your cousin is so sweet, I’m embarrassed~”

Li Fang Hao approvingly raised her chin at Qing Yu: “Qing Qing, haven’t finished your homework yet? Go back and write, we’ll keep our voices down out here, come out when you’re done.”

Back in her room, Qing Yu took out her phone and sent Ming Sheng the first two sentences of the English essay she had just painstakingly written with a dictionary—this was the third time, his response to her previous two attempts had both been “no good.”

During the wait, the adults’ conversation in the living room drifted in through the poorly soundproofed old fiberboard door. Catching bits and pieces of information, Qing Yu learned that Qiao Jin Rui had taken leave to travel with his girlfriend, and before leaving, they wanted to visit their hometown and bring some medicine to Aunt Qin, their grandparents’ next-door neighbor.

“Qin’s sister is still taking medicine?” Li Fang Hao’s voice was full of surprise, “Da Yong still has some conscience…”

“It’s just for comfort,” Qiao Lu Sheng continued, “She’s been mentally unstable for so many years, no medicine can cure her heart condition.”

“These past two years she’ll escape if she doesn’t take her medicine,” Qiao Jin Rui sighed, “Fortunately, Grandpa and Grandma have moved to my parents’ new house. Once she ran to their yard at midnight knocking on windows looking for rope, scared grandma half to death…”

“What are you all talking about?” Jin Rui’s girlfriend curiously interjected.

“Oh, nothing, just a crazy woman in my grandparents’ village,” Qiao Jin Rui quickly changed the subject, speaking gently, “It has nothing to do with us, don’t be afraid~”

“Yes, Jin Rui, is your apartment in Jiang Bin almost done with the renovation?” Qiao Lu Sheng asked with an approving smile, “Can you move in by year-end?”

“Almost,” Jin Rui replied.

Qiao Lu Sheng chuckled twice: “You’ve done well, very well.”

The tone wasn’t hard to detect – envious yet heartbroken. This made Qing Yu think of her good-for-nothing brother Jin Yu. With the family’s move to Huan Zhou, Jin Yu entered Huan Zhou Sports School, and their parents’ hopes for their son’s success seemed to have ended early. How could someone who couldn’t even get into high school talk about university? Sure enough, in the next sentence, Li Fang Hao started criticizing her son:

“If only Yu’er had half of Xiao Rui’s success… forget about being a civil servant, I’d thank heaven and earth if he could just support himself in the future…”

“But Qing Qing’s grades are very good, she even got into Huan No. 2, much better than I was,” Qiao Jin Rui said with a smile, “Uncle and Aunt can count on Qing Yu in the future.”

“She’s just a girl, good grades only benefit herself, how can we count on her?” Li Fang Hao laughed, “Come, have some fruit, Xiao Yun, right? Here…”

Qing Yu couldn’t tell if Li Fang Hao’s words were out of modesty or sincerity. She suddenly felt powerless, yet unwilling to accept it, with a strong urge to rush out and prove herself to her parents. What’s so great about being a civil servant? She thought defiantly, I’ll have better prospects than Brother Jin Rui in the future.

She was still waiting for a reply. Ming Sheng’s English exercise sheet spread before her looked hateful. Ming Sheng had dumped all his homework on her and wouldn’t allow any perfunctory work, forcing Qing Yu to waste most of her Sunday meeting his requirements. Wasting so much time on this meaningless task was a shame.

The clock showed nine-thirty, and Ming Sheng’s reply still hadn’t come—it had been an hour.

In the living room, Qiao Jin Rui and the others stood up. Li Fang Hao pushed open the door: “Qing Qing, you’re still not done with homework? Jin Rui’s leaving, come say goodbye!”

“Qing Qing, I brought some fruit for you and Xiao Yu…” Jin Rui came to the doorway, “Oh, so this is how the room is divided…”

“Yes, yes, come in and look, it’s small, but we have no choice,” Li Fang Hao said, turning back to get the key and opening the plywood door, “Xiao Yu stays on the window side, he boards at school and only sleeps here on weekends.”

Jin Rui led his girlfriend Xiao Yun to look at the half room behind the plywood door. Coming out, passing Qing Yu’s desk, his gaze wandered to the wall and suddenly stopped. Following his abruptly serious eyes, Xiao Yun also carefully examined the calligraphy hanging on the wall.

“Riding the wind and breaking the waves will come in time,” she read softly, “Hoisting the sail straight through to cross the vast sea.”

“Qing Qing indeed has ambition.” Jin Rui turned to Qing Yu with a hurried smile, pulling Xiao Yun toward the door, but she leaned in to look at the square dark red seal in the lower right, squinting as she continued reading aloud: “Written by Qiao Bai Yu… Who’s Qiao Bai Yu?”

She looked at Jin Rui, but he looked toward Li Fang Hao, seemingly avoiding the question while seeking help, an awkward smile hanging on his lips.

“Um, that Bai Yu,” Li Fang Hao’s voice was dry, her face showing uncertainty, “Bai Yu, well, Jin Rui probably hasn’t told you, Bai Yu is…”

“She’s my sister.”

Everyone turned their gaze to Qing Yu, including Qiao Lu Sheng who had just squeezed in.

“Your sister?” Xiao Yun’s mouth gaped in surprise, “You have a sister? A biological sister? Where is she?”

“Yes, biological, biological,” Li Fang Hao quickly shot Qing Yu a reproachful look, “Our eldest Qing Qing was six, but fate was cruel. A few years ago she had stomach problems, encountered an unscrupulous hospital, they couldn’t cure a minor ailment, and she passed away.”

Xiao Yun made an “ah” sound, and everyone seemed to freeze.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know…” Xiao Yun explained softly with regret, “Since Jin Rui never mentioned it, I always thought uncle and aunt only had Qing Qing and Xiao Yu… If I had known earlier I wouldn’t have asked…”

“It’s alright, it’s all in the past,” Qiao Lu Sheng nodded understandingly, “You’re practically family now, you would have known about this eventually…”

Unlike Qiao Lu Sheng who quickly grasped the situation, Li Fang Hao’s grave expression hadn’t dissipated even after Jin Rui and the others left. While cleaning the coffee table, Qing Yu sensibly went to help but was commanded by Li Fang Hao: “Sit down.”

Just as she sat on the sofa, her phone started vibrating continuously on the desk in her room. Ignoring Li Fang Hao’s terrifying dark face, Qing Yu sprang up and rushed into the room, quickly pressing the reject button.

Turning around, Li Fang Hao stood fuming at the doorway: “Who’s calling you so late?”

Qing Yu’s first instinct was to say “unknown number,” since to avoid Li Fang Hao’s suspicion, she hadn’t saved any male classmates’ numbers. But her phone still contained text messages discussing homework with Ming Sheng, so she couldn’t tell this obvious lie.

“Let me see.”

As Li Fang Hao reached out, the phone vibrated again—still Ming Sheng. Qing Yu decisively pressed reject and obediently handed over the phone, having prepared her explanation.

“It’s just a classmate from my class,” she explained earnestly, “He went to a foreign language school for middle school, and has excellent grades, especially in English, so I asked him some questions this afternoon. He didn’t reply to my English essay questions earlier, probably thought it was too complicated for texts, so he wanted to call and explain…”

“A male classmate?” Li Fang Hao frowned, opening the phone’s inbox while speaking.

Qing Yu gave a soft “mm.”

Li Fang Hao looked down at the messages: “What’s his name? Why isn’t his number saved? If you’re discussing studies, that’s fine, why act like you have something to hide?”

Qing Yu nodded in agreement: “I was planning to tell Mom about this classmate before saving his number, but then Jin Rui and the others came, so I didn’t get a chance… Oh right, his name is Ming Sheng, Ming as in tomorrow, Sheng as in flourishing…”

“Aren’t there any good female students in class, why must you ask a male classmate?” Li Fang Hao interrupted sharply, “Huh?”

Qing Yu pressed her lips together in silence.

“What has mom taught you since you were little, what’s most important for a girl? Tell me?”

Qing Yu gritted her teeth: “Self-respect and dignity.”

“Your grades are just average in your class at No. 2, there must be many girls with better grades, yet you ignore the female classmates and specifically ask this male classmate, what does that mean? How did you get his number? Did you memorize it?”

Indeed she had memorized it, Ming Sheng had told it to her face yesterday, Saturday, when she went to school to get his homework—it was so simple and smooth, she remembered it after hearing it once. Qing Yu had no way to explain, standing silently with downcast eyes, her heart constricted, breathing in short, quick breaths.

“Don’t become like your sister!” Li Fang Hao suddenly roared like a mad woman, “Did you hear me? Huh?!”

Qing Yu’s shoulders jumped in fright, her nose instantly stinging.

“Look at your sister, people still gossip about her even after she’s dead!” Li Fang Hao’s voice turned into hysterical sobs, “All because she wasn’t clear-headed! Didn’t respect herself! She deserves to be restless even after death! Making our whole family unable to live in peace! You want to become like her?”

Qing Yu looked up in shock—after more than two years of silence when Mom finally spoke about a sister, it was with blame and resentment.

“If you do this kind of thing again,” Li Fang Hao held back her tears, lips trembling, “if you do this kind of thing getting close to male classmates again, I’ll break your legs, you understand?”

“I understand.” Qing Yu mumbled. Her mother’s instant breakdown had frightened her; she would agree to anything Li Fang Hao said without question.

Seeing that Qing Yu was truly taking it to heart, Li Fang Hao gradually relaxed. She took two steps forward and sat on the edge of Qing Yu’s single bed.

“That calligraphy,” she looked at Qing Yu, her hand still holding the phone gesturing casually toward the wall, “take it down now.”

Qing Yu nodded without a word, stood on tiptoe, and stretched to take down the framed piece. They say objects evoke memories of people; her parents would be tormented each time they entered her room. She had selfishly insisted on bringing this calligraphy to Huan Zhou in the name of “remembrance,” disregarding her parents’ feelings.

After turning the frame face-down on her desk, she turned to see Li Fang Hao’s lost, helpless expression, making Qing Yu worry. She cautiously called out: “Mom?”

“Your sister’s fate was cruel…” Li Fang Hao murmured, as if talking to herself, “She’s gone, yet people still gossip and even her family thinks she’s shameful…”

“Don’t think like that, Mom,” Qing Yu sat to one side, tenderly stroking Li Fang Hao’s hand, “Sister died with a clear conscience, those rumors, we just need to ignore them. The more we care, the more people will believe what they’re saying…”

She was consoling herself as much as Li Fang Hao. Ming Sheng said Bai Yu had “degraded herself” and contracted “AIDS”—this was exactly what outsiders gleefully spread as the cause of Bai Yu’s death. But it wasn’t true. Qing Yu clearly remembered when Qiao Lu Sheng received the first call from the hospital, he distinctly repeated five words: “Acute appendicitis?”

She was a witness to the truth. Bai Yu might have been indiscreet, but she was never unchaste.

Regarding the outside rumors, Qing Yu understood her parents’ vulnerability: they were honest and principled people who followed proper etiquette, yet ended up with such a troublesome daughter. She also understood they had to face a broader, more complex world and thus bore greater pressure. She just felt they cared too much about others’ opinions.

But wasn’t she just as concerned? To escape rumors, she had even stooped to doing a classmate’s homework, something completely lacking in dignity.

Qing Yu recalled Ming Sheng’s confident face when he mentioned Bai Yu. “I’ll be enslaved forever,” the warning bell rang in her heart, “if I keep caring about it. The same applies to Mom and Dad.”

Thinking this way, courage suddenly filled her heart, making her believe she could walk up to Ming Sheng openly and tell him firmly the true cause of Bai Yu’s death. Qing Yu decided to do this tomorrow.

Just then, the phone in Li Fang Hao’s hand suddenly vibrated once, showing a message from Ming Sheng’s number.

Li Fang Hao seemed suddenly awakened, her face tense as she opened the message.

Four characters: “Give me a call.”

Before Qing Yu could react, Li Fang Hao had already dialed back. The call was quickly answered, and a lazy “Qiao Qing Yu” came from the other end.

“You’re Ming Sheng?” Li Fang Hao began coldly.

Ming Sheng was as stunned as Qing Yu. After a few seconds, he adopted a more proper attitude: “May I ask who this is?”

“I’m Qiao Qing Yu’s mother,” Li Fang Hao’s severity made Qing Yu’s hair stand on end, “My daughter has gone to bed, even discussing studies should have limits, don’t call my daughter so late in the future.”

Silence from the other end. After a while, a faint “I understand, Auntie, sorry for disturbing you” came through the receiver.

Though polite enough, Qing Yu knew she was finished.



Chapter 6: Rumors
The second week at Huan Er Middle School began in a torrential downpour. Heavy rain curtains obscured the path ahead as the crowded bus trudged along. Squeezed in the middle of the vehicle, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t reach any handrails, her body swaying with each frequent start and stop. The magnetic male voice eloquently reading English prose in her headphones held no appeal. She looked up at the small TV mounted in front of her.

“According to the weather bureau, the heavy rainfall caused by this typhoon will continue until the morning of the 9th. No casualties have been reported so far. The meteorological bureau has issued a Level II typhoon warning. Relevant departments must continue preventive measures for ships seeking shelter, reservoir flood control, and secondary disasters such as urban and rural waterlogging, flash floods, and landslides…”

Among the rapidly changing images above the scrolling text, Qiao Qingyu unexpectedly caught sight of Nan Qiao Village. The once-gentle stream had transformed into a raging river, its muddy yellow waters flooding into the familiar white-walled, black-tiled mansion at the village entrance.

That was her grandparents’ house.

Qiao Qingyu removed her headphones—an unconscious gesture, as she preferred silence when worried.

A pair of eyes from the back of the bus gazed at her over the crowd. Qiao Qingyu turned around, meeting a pair of gentle, beautiful eyes.

The girl also wore the Huan Er Middle School uniform.

After getting off the bus, the girl quickly caught up with Qiao Qingyu. She carried a long-handled transparent umbrella, its surface curved to her elbow, the black frame resembling a birdcage.

“Classmate,” the girl reached through the rain curtain and tapped Qiao Qingyu’s umbrella, “your hair is messy on top.”

Lifting her umbrella, Qiao Qingyu found the girl had rather delicate features. To someone used to great beauties like Qiao Baiyu, her features seemed somewhat ordinary, but her curved, smiling eyes were full of kindness, possessing a sort of reassuring beauty. Moreover, she dressed conservatively—wearing a long-sleeved athletic jacket over her short-sleeved uniform, which inexplicably increased Qiao Qingyu’s favorable impression.

Touching her head, she found a small section of hair indeed curved upward. Qiao Qingyu’s ponytail was already loose; she must have caught her hair when unconsciously removing her headphones earlier.

While thanking her, Qiao Qingyu quickly glanced at the girl’s name tag: Class 1, Grade 3, Wang Mumu.

As Wang Mumu’s graceful figure departed, two words flashed through Qiao Qingyu’s mind with genuine admiration: School Beauty.

After a whole night of mental preparation, Qiao Qingyu believed she was ready to face her misfortune. Passive people were always led by the nose; she had to take initiative.

She entered the classroom through the back door, passing by Ming Sheng’s desk where she placed the black folder containing his weekend homework with a loud “thump” on the empty desktop.

“Why the face darker than the sky? So scary,” Ye Zilin, who witnessed this, showed disdain, “What’s that?”

Qiao Qingyu ignored him and walked straight to her seat.

“Hey, are you deaf or mute?” Ye Zilin grew angry with embarrassment, “Just because Ah Sheng said a few words to you, you’re flying high? Look at yourself, you village girl! If you weren’t useful, Ah Sheng wouldn’t even notice you! Don’t tell me you thought Ah Sheng had feelings for you and wrote him a love letter?”

These harsh words carried a familiar feeling. Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but wonder if Ming Sheng had told his cronies about her sister, which was why Ye Zilin imagined her to be like her sister and insulted her so freely.

She certainly hadn’t written Ming Sheng a love letter, though she had placed an envelope in the black folder. The note inside contained two sentences: one a polite and sincere apology, for her mother; the other a righteous declaration, for herself.

Ming Sheng’s reaction would likely be another storm, how terrible, Qiao Qingyu didn’t want or care to imagine in detail. She could only do what was right for herself—this was her conclusion after a night of deep contemplation.

The nightmare she and her family had endured in Shun Yun and tried to avoid in Huan Zhou was all caused by Qiao Baiyu, but the instigator had already departed. Perhaps sparked by Li Fanghao, Qiao Qingyu had developed hatred toward Qiao Baiyu. She could forgive her sister’s past malice toward herself, but she couldn’t allow her sister to drag the whole family into the mire. Cowering would only stimulate others’ curiosity; facing public opinion fearlessly was the correct attitude for their new life.

She had to proudly and resolutely declare to outsiders that Qiao Baiyu’s disgraceful actions had nothing to do with her.

Thinking this way, Qiao Qingyu even felt somewhat anticipatory about Ming Sheng’s reaction. From the moment he appeared in the classroom, the warning bell in her heart began counting down, as if waiting for an expected volcanic eruption—both nervous and exciting.

When Ming Sheng put down his shoulder bag, Gao Chi, the physics class representative collecting homework, happened to reach his desk.

“Take it yourself,” Ming Sheng said, dumping all the homework books and test papers from the folder onto his desk.

While pulling out the physics test paper, Gao Chi accidentally dropped a light white envelope to the ground and picked it up: “Ah Sheng, there’s a letter here…”

“Don’t want it,” Ming Sheng interrupted Gao Chi, not even looking, speaking loudly and deliberately drawing, “The trash can is right by your feet, please throw it away for me.”

Qiao Qingyu tilted her head slightly then quickly straightened it—stay calm, she reminded herself.

“I’ll look at it for you, Brother Sheng,” Ye Zilin laughed sleazily, “So it won’t dirty your eyes.”

Saying this, he got up and snatched the envelope from Gao Chi’s hand, about to open it, when Ming Sheng suddenly stood up.

“Give it back to me.”

Taking the envelope, Ming Sheng bent down to take out the handwritten warning paper Qiao Qingyu had compensated him with last week and strode forward with his long legs toward the slender figure with a ponytail by the window who remained motionless.

Qiao Qingyu felt Ming Sheng getting closer. Outside the window to her left, the rain poured heavily; to her right, the air stagnated with the sudden appearance of the black figure.

“Hey,” Ming Sheng’s impatient voice came from above, “Stop writing this nonsense and putting it on my desk.”

At these words, several boys in the back rows laughed loudly, and Ye Zilin excitedly started clapping, causing the whole class to turn around to watch the show.

Qiao Qingyu instinctively wanted to counter, but when she looked up, she unexpectedly found a gentle smile in Ming Sheng’s eyes. She opened her mouth, but the retort that had rushed to her lips dissolved into the air.

“Here,” Ming Sheng spoke again, the smile in his eyes disappearing, replaced by towering pity, “Poor thing.”

With that, he casually tossed the envelope and paper onto Qiao Qingyu’s desk.

The boys’ guffaws and girls’ snickers made Qiao Qingyu want to push open the window and jump out. Blood rushing to her head, she stood up with a “whoosh.”

“What,” Ming Sheng spoke before she could, his tone full of provocation, “Wasn’t it written by you?”

“You’re the pitiful one,” Qiao Qingyu gritted her teeth, “Pitiful in your narcissism.”

Ye Zilin was the first to let out an “ooh” of surprise, and other boys were about to join in but were silenced by Ming Sheng’s icy glare as he turned his head.

“Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng turned back, his face darkening, “Personal attacks are wrong.”

“You called me pitiful first…”

“Wasn’t I stating a fact?” Ming Sheng impatiently raised his chin, his eyes full of contempt, “With a sister like that, a mother like that, don’t you know you’re pitiful?”

Qiao Qingyu was speechless again.

Like someone in a dream suddenly awakened, she abruptly realized she had always been inferior. Her hatred for Qiao Baiyu grew stronger, “a sister like that.” In life, she wanted to take all attention; in death, she pushed the whole family into an abyss and tortured their mother into “a mother like that,” making herself lose freedom in life and dignity among classmates. Qiao Qingyu hated her.

“Given how pitiful you are,” Ming Sheng took on a victor’s pose, “I’ll forgive what you just said about me…”

“Qiao Baiyu is Qiao Baiyu, I am me. Her degrading herself doesn’t mean I will degrade myself,” Qiao Qingyu roughly interrupted Ming Sheng, looking straight into his pitch-black eyes, “Using her disgraceful acts to threaten me—you’re the despicable one.”

She watched as the light in those black eyes dispersed, long eyelashes falling and rising again, the sharp cold light comparable to a knife:

“You’re boring to the point of being annoying, Qiao Qingyu.”

To Qiao Qingyu, this sentence was equivalent to a death sentence. Rather than being labeled as an “annoying” or “boring” girl by the school’s popular figure at the start of school, she would prefer to be haunted by rumors about Qiao Baiyu. The frightening thing was, that both came simultaneously.

“She looks quite quiet…”

“Don’t be fooled by her appearance, she’s quite fierce, calling Ah Sheng narcissistic and despicable to his face…”

“They say because her handwriting was good, Ah Sheng let her help with homework, but then…”

“Poor Ah Sheng, he’s never been spoken to like this before…”

“If it were someone else, they probably couldn’t find their teeth by now, but she’s a female classmate, so Ah Sheng just couldn’t be bothered with her…”

“They say she has an older sister who was very loose, and supposedly died of AIDS. We should stay away from Class 5…”

Qiao Qingyu’s hand holding the spoon stopped—she had been stirring the soup in her bowl. Looking up, Jiang Nianyou, who resolutely sat across from her, watched her with concern.

Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth but chose silence.

“Don’t listen,” Jiang Nianyou said, “It’s getting more and more ridiculous. Even if it was AIDS, so what? It’s not like it would spread to you. Absurd!”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent. Finally, it had followed them from Shun Yun, these lingering rumors.

“If I were you, I’d go over right now and flip their food trays,” Jiang Nianyou angrily stared behind Qiao Qingyu, “Letting them gossip so freely! They’re in their third year and still don’t understand biology? Around and around, what nonsense!”

“Jiang Nianyou,” Qiao Qingyu’s nose stung, “It’s fine.”

“The way they talk, anyone with an illness should be avoided. Then shouldn’t all hospital doctors be isolated?” Jiang Nianyou seemed even angrier than Qiao Qingyu, “Let me tell you, my mom works in obstetrics and gynecology, she even performed an abortion for a girl with AIDS before!”

As if struck by something, Qiao Qingyu’s pupils rapidly dilated.

“So that means,” she spoke softly, tentatively, “if someone with AIDS gets appendicitis, they would still get appendix surgery?”

“What else did you think?” Jiang Nianyou asked back, suddenly understanding, horror widening her eyes, “You’re talking about your sister?”

Qiao Qingyu felt cold all over. She certainly knew not to believe rumors, but those people spoke so convincingly, and Qiao Baiyu truly had no self-respect. Associating with lowlifes, selling her dignity—contracting a terrible disease wasn’t impossible. So, Qiao Baiyu dying during appendix surgery was true, and the rumors might also be true.

This was the real reason their family fled Shun Yun. The truth wore the clothes of rumors, weighing so heavily on their parents they couldn’t straighten their backs.

Thinking of Qiao Jinrui’s reaction last Sunday night, Qiao Qingyu further believed that although they didn’t speak of it, every adult in the family probably knew about Qiao Baiyu’s departure while carrying the disease.

Otherwise, why would Qiao Jinrui be so reluctant to speak? That was his soon-to-be wife, his closest person.

Not mentioning it, but secretly giving money. Before going to bed that night, following Li Fanghao’s instructions, Qiao Qingyu divided the fruit Qiao Jinrui brought into two portions—Li Fanghao planned to take one portion to the sports school for Qiao Jinyu the next day. Under a box of dark red, translucent cherries, Qiao Qingyu found a thick red envelope with “To Express Regret” written on the back.

When learning of Qiao Baiyu’s passing, Qiao Jinrui repeatedly blamed himself for not taking better care of his sister. Working in Huan Zhou, he was geographically closest to Qiao Baiyu at the time and naturally shouldered the responsibility of caring for her. However in Qiao Qingyu’s view, Qiao Baiyu’s acute appendicitis had nothing to do with Qiao Jinrui—after all, he had his work and couldn’t constantly watch over the adult Qiao Baiyu.

Seeing the red envelope, Qiao Qingyu was surprised by Qiao Jinrui’s conscience but didn’t think much of it. Now, she suddenly understood.

What Qiao Jinrui blamed himself for wasn’t the appendicitis, but for not stopping Qiao Baiyu, allowing her to fall into hell.

“Let me say something, don’t be upset,” Jiang Nianyou carefully watched Qiao Qingyu, “Although all surgeries have risks, the death rate for appendicitis surgery is extremely low. Your sister was so young—many people wouldn’t believe it if you told them.”

“She’s too stupid to understand such subtlety,” Ming Sheng’s voice suddenly came from above, lofty and superior, “Pitiful and stupid, truly pathetic.”



Chapter 7: Deep Sea
The biggest difference between Huan Zhou and Shun Yun lay in their boundaries.

Shun Yun, situated in a mountainous region, was a small county with distinct contours, split in half by the emerald Qin’an River’s curve. Two bridges connected to highways marked each end of the curve, clearly separating it from the outside world. In Huan Zhou, however, buildings stretched as far as the eye could see, making it impossible to find its edges.

Qiao Qingyu had never explored the limits of Chaoyang New Village, only knowing that the residential complex’s entrance near the bus stop deserved the phrase “commanding the mountains and rivers”—the people pouring out could fill all of Shun Yun.

When the bus slowly arrived, she was just one drop in the surge of people flowing toward the doors, her feet moving independently of her brain, her expression numb to the point of blurriness. Getting off wasn’t going to school; it was falling into a bottomless deep sea. Unlike in Shun Yun, the mocking expressions grew bolder with Qiao Qingyu’s silence, while the avoiding gestures became more resolute because she was new.

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t understand why rumors spread so quickly in Huan Zhou, reaching her parents’ ears in the noodle shop by the third day. Later she learned it was because someone had posted about both her “insulting” Ming Sheng and Qiao Baiyu on the Er Zhong forum and the local Huan Zhou BaBa forum.

Ming Sheng’s retorts constantly echoed in her mind. “Pitiful” and “boring” might be facts, “annoying” was hurtful but could be ignored, but “stupid”?

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t be certain how Ming Sheng had learned about Qiao Baiyu, but her instinct told her he was blindly copying Shun Yun’s rumors—”self-degrading” and “AIDS” were the two words that had haunted her nightmare for over two years. So, wasn’t his believing rumors the same as her believing her parents? What right did he have to call her stupid?

On a day when Qiao Jinyu came home, Qiao Qingyu found online that “AIDS complicated by appendicitis” was real, and saw claims that AIDS patients were more likely to develop appendicitis and face complications during treatment. Considering that normal appendix surgery only required a few days of recovery, and thinking about how her parents had stayed in Huan Zhou for two months before, Qiao Qingyu vaguely confirmed her suspicions.

However, she couldn’t run to Ming Sheng and use her discoveries to counter his calling her “stupid.” The rumors becoming truth left her feeling like she didn’t even dare to step into school.

Yet Qiao Jinyu begged her to take him and several classmates to watch Ming Sheng play basketball at Huan Er Zhong, reasoning that he had already promised his classmates, saying “My sister is in Ming Sheng’s class, it definitely won’t be a problem.” Qiao Qingyu angrily gave him a severe scolding.

“Sis, my classmates showed me that stuff online. I didn’t expect you to be so brave to scold Ming Sheng… But he didn’t do anything to you, right? They say he never messes with people in his class… You really should, since you’re in the same class, maintain good relations. That’s Ming Sheng we’re talking about! If it were me, I would’ve already…”

“He’s the one who spread sister’s story,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted the chattering Qiao Jinyu, “You spineless fool! Do you know how many cold shoulders I’ve gotten at school because of his words?”

“My classmates also ask about big sister, so I just tell them straight,” Qiao Jinyu smiled, “I’ll teach you a method. Keep some photos of your big sister from childhood to adulthood on your phone. When people ask, show them her pictures and pitifully say big sister was slandered by people back home. Then they’ll believe you… The guys in my dorm were mesmerized when they saw big sister’s photos, they nodded at everything I said… Go show them to Ming Sheng, you must show him!”

“Do you believe sister was slandered?” Qiao Qingyu asked thoughtfully, “All those messy rumors, were they just people making trouble out of nothing?”

“Who cares,” Qiao Jinyu waved dismissively, “Nobody here knows big sister anyway, we can say whatever we want!”

After hesitating for a moment, Qiao Qingyu said: “I just looked up that appendix surgery only needs a few days. The day Dad got the call, he told us his sister was already in surgery, so he and Mom rushed over that night. Then they stayed in Huan Zhou for two months—why?”

“Wasn’t it because of the major bleeding later?”

“But why was there major bleeding?” Qiao Qingyu fell into deep thought, “Why did people suddenly say their sister had AIDS?”

The three words “AIDS” made Qiao Jinyu draw in a sharp breath: “Sis, can we family members not mention…”

“Can’t we talk about it?” Qiao Qingyu looked at him, “Dad always says, an upright person fears no twisted shadow. If it’s false, why would Mom and dad lack the confidence to face it?”

Qiao Jinyu’s mouth fell open in shock: “No, sis, what do you mean?”

“I want to understand why mom and dad endured two months in Huan Zhou,” Qiao Qingyu said, “What happened with sister’s major bleeding, it was really because of AIDS.”

“Oh.”

“Help me ask them.”

“What?!”

“Just say your classmates keep asking about this, you can barely get by anymore,” Qiao Qingyu advised, “You board at school, classmate relationships are important. You can’t be ostracized because of your sister’s matter, right? Mom and Dad will understand.”

Qiao Jinyu shook his head repeatedly: “No way, how dare I mention big sister in front of mom and dad? You know…”

“I’ll let you guys into Er Zhong to watch Ming Sheng play basketball,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted Qiao Jinyu, “in exchange for you asking mom and dad.”

Qiao Jinyu was slightly stunned, then puzzled: “Sis, it’s been over two years, why dig up this troublesome matter now?”

“Everyone looks at me with colored glasses, I’m suffering,” Qiao Qingyu looked at him seriously, “Since I can’t refute it, I might as well die quickly and cleanly.”

Qiao Qingyu soon discovered she had overestimated Qiao Jinyu—this guy had no intention of honoring their exchange agreement. After watching the Er Zhong school team’s practice match, he disappeared with his sports school classmates and wasn’t seen until Sunday evening.

“It’s all because you can’t maintain good relationships with classmates, you’ve hurt me,” Qiao Jinyu complained to Qiao Qingyu over the phone, “At the gym, when people saw you, they deliberately stayed far away from us, making my classmates so nervous! Like we were the plague!”

“How is that my fault?” Qiao Qingyu shouted back without courtesy, “Did I get AIDS? I’m a victim too!”

“Can you stop saying those three words?!” Qiao Jinyu lost his temper at Qiao Qingyu for the first time.

Qiao Qingyu angrily hung up the phone and then fell into deep silence. After a long while, she came to her senses and found her lips were painfully bitten.

She paced around the room twice, looking for the calligraphy plaque that used to hang on the wall, wanting to put it under her feet and stomp it hard. But she couldn’t find it. Li Fanghao always kept things well; this useless yet unthrowable plaque was probably safely stored in some corner of her parent’s room.

And her parents’ room was always locked.

When Qiao Qingyu was young, she could freely enter her parents’ room, until the summer when Qiao Baiyu was advancing from seventh to eighth grade, when fifty yuan went missing from their parents’ desk drawer. That year Qiao Baiyu was thirteen, she was seven, and Jinyu was six. Their parents made them stand in a line for questioning but couldn’t get anything out of them.

As a child, Qiao Qingyu only thought Qiao Baiyu was a coward who wouldn’t admit her wrongdoing, but now she admired Qiao Baiyu’s determination. Never admitting it, not caring that her siblings were scolded along with her—this kind of resolution was something Qiao Qingyu couldn’t achieve—her conscience would interfere. Now, if Qiao Baiyu were still alive, she definitely wouldn’t be like her, caring so much about what others said.

Looking at the tightly closed door of her parents’ room, Qiao Qingyu thought that if it were her sister, she might have kicked it open in anger. She couldn’t do that; she had always despised Qiao Baiyu’s reckless disregard for consequences. But at this moment, for the first time, she also began to despise her own proudly held caution and thoroughness. This powerful force had led her onto a different path than her sister’s, but at the same time, it had woven a net around her, wrapping her so tight she couldn’t breathe freely.

About her sister, the truth that her parents had hidden away, there must be something carrying it in their room. For example, Qiao Baiyu’s medical records from back then, or documents from Qiao Lusheng’s subsequent lawsuit.

Finding just one of these would confirm her suspicions, allowing her to live clearly in this world of swirling rumors.

After the Mid-Autumn Festival, the weather turned cool. As Li Fanghao was leaving the house, she looked back at Qiao Qingyu hanging clothes on the balcony. Her younger daughter stood on tiptoes, stretching her thin arms toward the sky, looking just like a bird trying hard to spread its wings.

She immediately thought of Qiao Baiyu and realized with a start: When had Qingyu grown up?

Looking like a bird spreading its wings to fly, but a fish diving deep. The rumors that swept in again flooded this family like a deluge, and Qiao Qingyu appeared to be breathing the most steadily. Li Fanghao had heard from Qiao Jinyu that his sister wasn’t well-received at school and that his sister was suffering. But she couldn’t catch any ripples on Qiao Qingyu’s face. She studied diligently as usual, helped at the shop for an hour after school as usual, and faced others’ curious gazes with appropriate smiles as usual, as if telling her parents that everything was fine, and there was no need to worry.

It’s just that her eyes were as deep and calm as the sea. She had learned to hide herself.

Li Fanghao thought carefully and determined that Qiao Qingyu’s transformation had occurred after she had scolded her for texting that classmate called Ming Sheng. Since then, she’d had something on her mind, becoming more and more mature day by day.

When she returned home that evening, Qiao Qingyu had already taken down the clothes and was sitting on the sofa, watching the news channel while folding clothes neatly.

“Finished your homework?” Li Fanghao asked.

“Yes, and I’ve already showered.”

Li Fanghao walked into her room satisfied, putting down her shoulder bag just as she heard Qiao Qingyu knocking on the half-closed door.

“Mom, can I put your clothes on the bed?”

“Sure.”

The first time Qiao Qingyu came in, Li Fanghao was facing away, bending over hurriedly writing something in a notebook on the desk. The second time, Li Fanghao was stooping to get pajamas from the wardrobe. The third time, Li Fanghao sat at the foot of the bed waiting for her with a suspicious look.

“Couldn’t you bring all these clothes in at once? Isn’t it a waste of time going back and forth?”

Qiao Qingyu responded: “I’ll remember next time.”

She quickly put down the socks in her hand and turned to leave, but Li Fanghao caught her.

“Qingqing, sit down, let mom chat with you,” Li Fanghao patted the bed, “Come.”

Qiao Qingyu obediently sat beside Li Fanghao.

“How’s school?”

“It’s okay,” Qiao Qingyu replied, “Teachers teach very fast, sometimes I can barely keep up… My classmates are all very capable, many can balance studies and extracurricular activities… Of course, I know my task is just to study, not to think about other things…”

Li Fanghao’s deep gaze made her heart tremble.

“There are some things to get used to like the cafeteria doesn’t have any spicy dishes, not much flavor…”

“Tell mom honestly,” Li Fanghao suddenly took her hand, “Last time when mom called that male classmate of yours, were you angry with mom?”

Qiao Qingyu hesitated, then followed Li Fanghao’s lead: “I’m not angry anymore, Mom. I was wrong.”

“Mm,” Li Fanghao nodded, pulling Qiao Qingyu’s hand closer, her expression softening at Qiao Qingyu’s frankness, “It’s normal for you to be upset, but you need to understand why mom is so strict. It’s all for your own good… You’re grown up now, not a child anymore, you need to be aware of many things…”

She lowered her head, stroking Qiao Qingyu’s hand while speaking. Meanwhile, Qiao Qingyu discreetly observed the room’s layout. There was little furniture: an empty single desk by the window, a yellowing white plywood wardrobe by the door. Looking up, she found that familiar deep red calligraphy plaque placed on top of the wardrobe, uncovered, probably gathering dust.

“Mom wants to tell you something from the heart,” Li Fanghao raised her head, startling Qiao Qingyu into quickly withdrawing her gaze, “You like studying, that’s good, but as a girl, what’s more important is to maintain your dignity, and later find someone responsible to live a good life with… That’s what your father and I worry about most…”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu gripped Li Fanghao’s hand in return, “At this stage, I’ll focus on studying, not thinking about other things. After college graduation, I’ll find a good person and live a good life, don’t worry.”

This mature response left Li Fanghao speechless.

“It’s getting late, let me help you put away the clothes.” Qiao Qingyu stood up, opened the wardrobe, quickly surveyed it, turned back to give Li Fanghao an obedient smile, and efficiently sorted and folded the clothes and pants by category.

Li Fanghao watched her with satisfaction.

“I’ll go to sleep now, I need to get up early for school.” Qiao Qingyu said as she left the room, taking the initiative to close the door.

Closing her own room’s door, she jumped onto her bed like a carp.

Just now, while helping put away clothes, she had discovered a white metal box at the bottom of the wardrobe’s dark side.

It looked like a safe. Without a doubt, if she could get the safe’s key or password, all the questions in her heart would find answers.



Chapter 8: The Mountain Flood
As Qiao Qingyu passed by Class 3 of the second year, a male student rushed in front of her and shouted, “Er Hua!”

His tall frame loomed close, forcing her to stop in her tracks.

“Er Hua~” the tall student sneered, leaning even closer, his unfamiliar breath hitting the tip of her nose, frightening her into backing away repeatedly.

“Her ears turned red!” the boy shouted over Qiao Qingyu’s head.

The crowd behind burst into mocking laughter. Qiao Qingyu was filled with hatred as her gaze slowly lifted, fixing intently on the boy’s exaggerated laughing face.

Sensing her icy stare, the boy stopped laughing and put on a pretend-fearful expression. “Oh, I’m so scared! Don’t touch me! I’m still a virgin, I don’t want to get AIDS…”

“Chen Yuqian.”

Ming Sheng’s voice drifted into Qiao Qingyu’s ears like a cold wind. Chen Yuqian’s mouth snapped shut.

Then Ming Sheng emerged from behind Chen Yuqian: “Come with me.”

He strode past Qiao Qingyu without a sideways glance.

Ever since someone had posted Qiao Baiyu’s photos online, Qiao Qingyu had been given the nickname “Er Hua.” Er Hua meant the second-rate village beauty, inferior to Qiao Baiyu. Sometimes male students would call her “Lao Er” with vulgar undertones, making her stomach churn with nausea. As time passed, she would feel dizzy whenever she entered crowded student areas.

She had seen that post on Building 88’s forum titled “The Most Beautiful AIDS Patient,” which contained artistic photos of Qiao Baiyu taken at some unknown time. The photos were as pure and transparent as diamonds, more captivating than the cover girls of romance novels. The poster claimed to be Qiao Baiyu’s classmate of many years, watching her descent into depravity from elementary school through high school. The post concluded: “Her ambitions reached the heavens, but her life was as thin as paper.”

Qiao Qingyu discovered that many things in the world were half-truth and half-fiction, just like this online post. The true part was the post’s examples of Qiao Baiyu’s improper behavior, such as stealing others’ boyfriends since middle school. The false part was the poster’s identity.

Qiao Baiyu had no long-term classmates from elementary through high school. She initially attended Lifang Township Central School, then transferred to Shunyun No. 3 Middle School before ninth grade, repeating eighth grade and falling behind a year. In her high school year, when the newly established Huajun Art School in Shunyun was recruiting students everywhere, her parents sent her there. The art school was expensive, with only two classes in its first year, gathering students from well-off families who couldn’t get into regular high schools. Qiao Baiyu was the only one who had studied in the countryside for eight years.

The post’s content revealed that the poster had merely collected hearsay, and combined with Qiao Baiyu’s outstanding appearance, easily reached the conclusion that “her ambitions reached the heavens, but her life was as thin as paper.” In Qiao Qingyu’s view, only the latter half of these eight characters rang true. Although Qiao Baiyu had stolen money and lived freely since childhood, Qiao Qingyu knew her sister wasn’t an ambitious person.

She just liked attention.

Qiao Qingyu found it difficult to explain to others that Qiao Baiyu’s actions were purely following her nature, unlike herself, who had the patience to endure. Qiao Baiyu’s criteria for choosing men was simple: gentleness.

That was enough to satisfy her.

Gentle, affectionate older men held a fatal attraction for Qiao Baiyu, regardless of whether they already had partners. In this regard, Qiao Baiyu was indeed as those online critics called her – “cheap.”

As she entered the auditorium, several chattering first-year girls in the front rows cast several contemptuous glances at Qiao Qingyu. As she passed them with an unchanged expression, the girl on the outside unconsciously moved inward.

The auditorium event was the second-year English recitation competition. Qiao Qingyu arrived late, and the audience seats were already packed with a sea of heads. Someone called out “Er Hua” again. Qiao Qingyu pulled her thoughts away from Qiao Baiyu, but the pool of stares made her dizzy.

Where was Jiang Nian? Oh, Jiang Nian was in the front row, preparing to compete.

Class 5’s section was in the middle portion, and most people had arrived. Qiao Qingyu distantly glanced at the few dark empty chairs among the crowd, steadied herself, and walked toward the back of the auditorium.

The rear half of the audience section was empty. She chose the darkest corner to sit down.

Ye Zilin and Chen Yuqian appeared silently after the competition began, sitting to her left and front, surrounding her.

“Hey, Er Hua,” Ye Zilin turned his head and lowered his voice, “Tomorrow morning, big brother will take you to see the Minjiang Tidal Bore.”

“Help you make some friends outside school,” Chen Yuqian leaned in from the side, “So you won’t be so lonely in Huan Zhou. If you run into trouble, you won’t end up helpless like your sister…”

Qiao Qingyu interrupted expressionlessly: “It’s Ming Sheng’s turn.”

As soon as she finished speaking, thunderous applause erupted in the auditorium, with piercing screams from both male and female students. Although Qiao Qingyu’s anxious thoughts were completely elsewhere, she couldn’t help but be captivated by Ming Sheng in his white dress shirt.

This guy usually only wore loose sports T-shirts, but for the competition, he changed into a crisp shirt and dress pants, his tall figure truly eye-catching. She couldn’t see his face clearly, nor did she need to. Before speaking, he first adjusted the microphone’s height and then held it with one hand while scanning the surroundings. These simple, flowing movements made it impossible for Qiao Qingyu to look away. The spotlight had a magical power, transforming the arrogant and difficult rebellious youth into a graceful and modest gentleman.

Like everyone else in the auditorium, Qiao Qingyu held her breath.

“Good afternoon.”

Ming Sheng’s controlled and courteous voice through the microphone crashed into Qiao Qingyu’s chest like a shock wave. Her suspended heart swayed unsteadily, like a swing in the wind.

Almost simultaneously, a scream of “Ah—” came from the center of the audience.

“Tiantian came too?” Ye Zilin turned back in surprise, smirking, “Too crazy, with teachers sitting here~”

Chen Yuqian grimaced: “Miss Su doesn’t care about teachers… Er Hua, coming to see the Minjiang tide tomorrow?”

“No.”

Hearing her cold tone, Ye Zilin and Chen Yuqian exchanged glances.

“Ahem,” Chen Yuqian coughed twice, “We’ll introduce you to your sister’s ex-boyfriend, he’s a rich second generation…”

His meaningful look made Qiao Qingyu’s hair stand on end.

“No.”

Qiao Qingyu left them behind and walked out of the auditorium.

The sky was clear, the breeze gentle and quiet. Without thinking, she walked toward the garden beside the auditorium. Finding a bench to sit on, she looked up at the sky, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and slowly exhaled, trying to expel Ming Sheng’s lingering voice from her mind.

The microphone had added a touch of depth and magnetism to his voice, which, combined with his unique languidness, was fatally enchanting.

She suddenly opened her eyes to find the sky pristinely blue and vast.

Qiao Qingyu remembered Qiao Baiyu telling her that Huan Zhou was beautiful. Three years ago, during the Mid-Autumn Festival on a Sunday, less than a month after arriving in Huan Zhou, Qiao Baiyu had excitedly called home.

“Qingqing,” when she heard it was Qiao Qingyu who answered, Qiao Baiyu called out happily, “I’m at North Mountain. Wow, the view of Huan Zhou from here is so dreamy! Qing Lake is blue, just like the sky!”

Qiao Qingyu had forgotten how she responded, only remembering her lukewarm attitude. Before answering the call, she had seen the caller ID – the phone number wasn’t Qiao Baiyu’s. Heaven knew if there was a man with her. She hadn’t asked, firstly because she had been taught from childhood that as a younger sister, she had no right to question her elder sister’s affairs, and secondly because she truly had no interest.

Now, she couldn’t help but wonder if the “ex-boyfriend” Chen Yuqian mentioned was the person who had accompanied Qiao Baiyu up North Mountain years ago.

But whether he was or wasn’t, what did it matter to her? The further she stayed from the people Qiao Baiyu associated with, the better.

After a long while, Qiao Qingyu got up and walked back to the teaching building. All second-year students were in the auditorium, leaving the second and third floors empty. Qiao Qingyu walked slowly up the stairs along the wall. Just as she was about to turn and enter Class 5 through the back door, she heard voices by the door.

“She’s still Er Hua,” Ye Zilin’s voice said, “What does it matter if Qiao Qingyu wasn’t raised in the village? Look at her country bumpkin appearance! How can she compare to her sister?”

Qiao Qingyu looked down at her pink striped short-sleeve polo shirt – a style from five or six years ago, Qiao Baiyu’s clothes.

“Alright, Young Master Ye, we know you have high standards. Only beauties like Qiao Baiyu can catch your eye,” Chen Yuqian spoke up, “But this Qiao Baiyu was something else. If Black Brother hadn’t told us, who would have known she grew up in the countryside? Both fashionable and pure, truly rare…”

Because almost all the photos circulating online were taken after she came to Huan Zhou, Qiao Qingyu thought silently.

When it came to buying clothes, her parents had always ignored her. Qiao Baiyu liked to chase trends, choosing bright colors, and even though Qiao Qingyu despised it, she could only let these outdated, exaggerated clothes make her stand out as different among her classmates.

“And she had such allure, those eyes showed she was someone with stories to tell. I just love that kind of experienced beauty…” Ye Zilin drooled, “The girls at our school are all too proper. There are many girls like Qiao Baiyu in the Jiangbin New District, but none are as beautiful as her. Qiao Baiyu was so easy, how did I never run into her…”

“Tsk tsk tsk, stop being disgusting, she’s already dead,” Chen Yuqian said, “Don’t you think about how she died.”

“AIDS, right,” Ye Zilin blurted out, then suddenly became terrified, “If Black Brother was her boyfriend before, wouldn’t he…”

“He was one of her boyfriends, they broke up quickly,” Chen Yuqian said seriously, “Don’t worry, I asked privately, Black Brother is fine. He broke up with her when he discovered her improper behavior. She got infected after they broke up…”

“Ah, beautiful women have always had tragic fates,” Ye Zilin sighed, “Looks like I still need to be careful, can’t find girls who are too open… Such a beautiful woman, what a shame she brought it upon herself. Why didn’t heaven give her a bit more brains, right, Ah Sheng?”

Only then did Qiao Qingyu realize Ming Sheng was among them, and unconsciously held her breath, listening intently.

“Stop gossiping behind people’s backs,” Ming Sheng sounded cold, his voice losing the mesmerizing radiance it had in the auditorium, returning to his usual casual tone, “You’re too chatty.”

“Qiao Baiyu is already dead, what’s wrong with talking about her?” Ye Zilin sounded unconvinced, “Everyone’s talking about it, and I wasn’t the one who brought it up, Chen Yuqian did…”

“I was just saying Qiao Qingyu’s nose and eyes look similar to Qiao Baiyu’s…”

“You even said Qiao Qingyu is prettier than Deng Meixi. Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for Er Hua?”

“Fuck off, as if I’d fall for her! Look at her! Ah Sheng’s already being lenient with her, and she’s getting cocky. How could I like her?”

“Weren’t you the one saying she looked pitiful when people mocked her…”

“I was just agreeing with what Ah Sheng said, she…”

“Enough,” Ming Sheng suddenly cut in, his tone sharp, “Aren’t you tired of this?”

The air went still. Ming Sheng switched to a softer tone: “Just don’t fucking mention Qiao Baiyu anymore, it’s depressing.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Ye Zilin smiled ingratiatingly, “That woman was too dirty.”

“She was too tragic,” Ming Sheng said, letting out a quick breath, “Abandoned by her parents in the countryside since childhood, fucking hell, even more of a Les Misérables than Qiao Qingyu.”

His words shocked Qiao Qingyu.

She recalled feeling guilty toward Qiao Baiyu when she was very young. At four or five years old, she had heard adults in Nan Qiao Village joke about her and Qiao Baiyu more than once, laughing about letting Qiao Baiyu return to her parents in Shunyun while she stayed in the village with her grandparents. Such jokes often frightened her to tears, clutching tightly to Li Fanghao’s legs, saying she didn’t want to switch with her sister.

“No switching, no switching,” Li Fanghao stroked her head, “In a couple of years when we get a bigger house, we’ll bring your sister back, and the whole family can be together.”

Busybodies would continue to encourage Qiao Baiyu, listing all the fun places in Shunyun, and pressuring her about whether she missed her parents. Qiao Baiyu usually responded with silence, but once, when truly cornered, she had to speak: “Qingqing is my little sister, she’s still young, I should let her have her way.”

This earned applause from the adults, ending the tasteless joke. Qiao Qingyu breathed a sigh of relief but couldn’t feel joy. Qiao Baiyu’s watery eyes were filled with restrained sorrow, directed at her, weighing her down.

That was the first time, wasn’t it, that she felt deeply apologetic toward her sister-

During the National Day holiday, the noodle shop closed for three days, and Qiao Qingyu and Qiao Jinyu followed their parents back to Shunyun. Earlier, a typhoon had caused the creek to swell, and the muddy flood had soaked their grandparents’ old house into an uninhabitable dangerous building. Upon arriving in Shunyun, the family rushed straight to Nan Qiao Village.

Grandfather Qiao Lilong and Uncle Qiao Haisheng stood at the village entrance to welcome them. After exchanging greetings upon getting out of the car, Qiao Haisheng took Qiao Jinyu’s hand and led everyone to the new house not far from the village entrance.

Qiao Qingyu followed the adults to tour the new house, automatically offering words of praise. “Fortunately, we moved Mom and Dad here before the typhoon,” Qiao Haisheng said proudly, “It was Jinrui’s idea. That boy is thoughtful, checking the weather forecast every day, always worried about home.”

Grandmother Fang Zhaodi’s face wrinkled with smiles as she took Qiao Jinyu’s hand: “Xiaorui is capable, and Xiaoyu is also very capable. These two grandsons were truly born well, you two brothers are both blessed!”

“Will anyone still live in the old house?” Qiao Qingyu asked. Standing by the window in the third-floor corridor, her gaze passed over the undulating rooftops outside to the yellowed-white back wall of the old house by the creek.

“It’s uninhabitable now,” Aunt Liu Yanfen smiled, “Mom and Dad will live with us from now on. Lusheng, you all can come here for New Year’s, treat this as your own home. Don’t worry about Mom and Dad usually, we’ll take good care of them…”

Li Fanghao followed Liu Yanfen’s lead and began exchanging pleasantries. Qiao Qingyu found it boring and stepped into the room on the right—where she and Qiao Jinyu would sleep tonight.

The spacious room contained only one bed, emanating newness. In the corner was a deep red leather sofa, old, moved from Qiao Baiyu’s room in the old house.

“Sis,” Qiao Jinyu came over, “Time to go down for dinner.”

“How are we supposed to sleep?” Qiao Qingyu nodded at the bed, “Are you taking the sofa or am I?”

“I knew you’d worry about this,” Qiao Jinyu smiled helplessly, “Don’t worry, I’ll sleep downstairs with Dad, you sleep upstairs with Mom.”

Qiao Qingyu hadn’t shared a bed with Li Fanghao for many years; truthfully, she had no memory of sleeping with her mother. When Qiao Jinyu was born, she was one and a half, and according to Li Fanghao, she was already sleeping independently in another room by then.

The early autumn night was slightly cool. After showering, and walking up to the third floor in slippers, Qiao Qingyu secretly hoped Li Fanghao was already asleep.

She didn’t like being alone with her mother.

The room was lit only by a dim yellow bedside lamp, the bedding neat, Li Fanghao curled up barefoot on the red sofa, her head nodding drowsily, apparently waiting for her.

“Mom?”

Hearing her voice, Li Fanghao gave her a bleary-eyed look, let out a long yawn, and got up to walk to the bed: “Taking so long to shower? Let’s sleep.”

Qiao Qingyu wondered why Li Fanghao hadn’t waited on the bed. Perhaps she was reminiscing again, thinking of Qiao Baiyu.

Recalling Uncle’s explanation that the flood-damaged old house was uninhabitable and they probably wouldn’t go there anymore, with all of the grandparents’ needed clothing moved over—Qiao Qingyu glanced at the dark red sofa in the dim yellow light, couldn’t help but wonder—did that mean all of her sister’s things would be abandoned?

The old house was a traditional brick and tile building, two stories high. Qiao Baiyu had lived for eight years in a room on the second floor, without a ceiling—looking up, you’d see black tiles like fish scales and dark-toned round wooden beams. It was a long, narrow room with a wooden window facing southeast. The desk, bed, wardrobe, and sofa could only be arranged in a single line, and with the window closed, it felt like being in an endless tunnel. Qiao Qingyu remembered the red sofa was moved in later, apparently because Qiao Baiyu had seen it in a shop and liked it, and their parents, to please her, actually bought it.

A modern-style red sofa, placed in a room where everything else was antique wooden furniture, looked extremely out of place.

“Your grandparents just hate waste, can’t bear to throw things away,” Li Fanghao said, seeing Qiao Qingyu looking at the red sofa, “Don’t know why they brought this sofa over.”

Qiao Qingyu boldly, tentatively spoke up: “Mom, are we getting rid of everything from sister’s old room?”

“That house is unlucky,” Li Fanghao responded unexpectedly quickly, her breath urgent, “It’s not the first or second time it’s been flooded. The feng shui of that place is bad, otherwise, how could the Qiao family, who were well-off before liberation with many descendants, fall so quickly? Look, in the village besides your grandparents, only that useless Qiao Dayong and his crazy wife live in that pit, who else would want to live there? Your grandparents should have moved out long ago.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded in agreement. It seemed the adults had no intention of keeping anything from Qiao Baiyu’s room.

Li Fanghao’s mention of Qiao Dayong’s crazy wife reminded Qiao Qingyu of another reason she hadn’t wanted to switch with Qiao Baiyu when she was young. Who would want to live across from a mad woman who screamed in the middle of the night?

“Let’s sleep.” Li Fanghao commanded.

The village retired early, but Qiao Qingyu wasn’t sleepy at all. After the lights went out, she lay with her eyes open, listening to Li Fanghao’s breathing become increasingly even and steady. Turning her head, the autumn wind lifted the thin gauze curtains, rustling against the red sofa, making soft, scattered sounds.

This sofa had originally been in Qiao Baiyu’s room, right under the window.

In the quiet night, thinking of Qiao Baiyu’s former room, the crowded desk, the walls covered with celebrity posters, the wardrobe stuffed with carelessly placed clothes and dresses, the light snow-white curtains under the black tiles, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but feel sad.

For Qiao Baiyu’s eight years that no one treasured.

She thought of Ming Sheng saying Qiao Baiyu was “too tragic,” and felt guilty that she, as a sister, needed an outsider to remind her of her sister’s circumstances.

Then again, although Ming Sheng appeared arrogant on the surface, he saw things clearly and showed unexpected empathy.

The silence amplified the sound of the gauze curtain rubbing against the sofa. Qiao Qingyu quietly got out of bed.

Approaching the window, she shivered. Pushing aside the gauze curtain, about to close the window, she suddenly noticed a brightly lit window in the distant old house.

Qiao Qingyu steadied herself and looked carefully, confirming that the lit room was indeed the one Qiao Baiyu had lived in.

A figure slowly appeared in the window, the light from the room flickering between bright yellow and vivid red, with strange black smoke billowing from the window.

That wasn’t a light, it was fire.

Qiao Qingyu screamed-

Among all those who rushed toward the old house, Qiao Qingyu was the first to arrive. A woman engulfed in flames was rolling on the ground, and upon seeing someone approach, she desperately rushed over.

Qiao Qingyu kept backing away, when suddenly the woman stopped, something small and burning fell from her arms, and she leaped into the creek.

Qiao Lusheng, Qiao Haisheng, and the others arrived shortly after, frantically carrying water buckets to the second floor to extinguish the fire. The burning object lay right by Qiao Qingyu’s feet; she stomped on it hard several times until the fire went out, and several tattered pieces of paper flew up in the wind.

Qiao Dayong rushed from across the way into the creek to save his burning mad wife, cursing all the while: “What a curse, what a curse, I might as well kill you and be done with it…”

The wind suddenly grew stronger, and several flames leaped up, making the fire more intense.

Before helping the adults extinguish the fire, Qiao Qingyu quickly picked up the tattered papers from the ground—she had noticed writing on them, Qiao Baiyu’s writing. Li Fanghao came over, saw her carrying a water bucket, and shooed her aside. Helplessly, Qiao Qingyu watched as the fire grew fiercer until everyone had to evacuate the courtyard.

It all happened too quickly. Beside her, Li Fanghao, facing the burning old house, was crying uncontrollably.

“It’s all gone,” Li Fanghao cried out hoarsely, “Xiaobai, all your things are gone, gone with you…”

Qiao Qingyu still clutched those few pieces of paper. By the bright firelight, she slowly opened her palm and carefully examined the writing on the paper.

Her gaze was immediately drawn to the most complete sentence in the middle. It was clear these were words Qiao Baiyu had written many years ago, somewhat immature but neat and clean, beautiful like her face.

“Jinrui ge took my first time,” Qiao Baiyu had written, “I love him, but I still cried.”

At first, Qiao Qingyu thought this was a letter Qiao Baiyu had once written to someone, but she quickly realized these pages were actually from a diary. In the scorched upper left corner was a blurry handwritten year: ’98.

Ten years ago, she was six, and Qiao Baiyu was twelve, just graduated from elementary school. That summer night, the most brilliant fireworks bloomed above the old house, celebrating Qiao Jinrui’s admission to Huan Zhou University. That year, the red sofa mysteriously appeared in the tunnel-like room to please Qiao Baiyu. That year, the money in the Shunyun drawer hadn’t yet disappeared, and Qiao Qingyu could still freely enter and leave her parents’ room.

Beside her, Li Fanghao was still wailing, her voice as grief-stricken as a roaring mountain flood. Qiao Qingyu felt the world spinning, all sound suddenly fading away.

So they had all been wrong.



Chapter 9: Undercurrent
After returning to Huan Zhou, Qiao Qingyu grew increasingly withdrawn. Seeing her lost in thought, Li Fanghao came home early one evening specifically to have a heart-to-heart talk with her.

“Tell Mom honestly, what are you thinking about?”

They sat on the old sofa in the living room, the brown artificial leather beneath them blackened with age.

“Tell Mom honestly,” Li Fanghao emphasized, “Stop moping around all day.”

Speaking directly would surely trigger an emotional earthquake in Li Fanghao. Looking at her mother’s tense face, Qiao Qingyu reached out and touched her shoulder: “Mom, don’t worry, I’m not thinking about anything messy.”

“Look at me,” Li Fanghao wanted nothing more than to turn Qiao Qingyu’s head toward her, “Look at me, I told you to be honest, the more you beat around the bush, the more it shows you’re hiding something.”

Qiao Qingyu knew Li Fanghao just didn’t want her daughter to have secrets. She also imagined being able to have an open conversation with her mother about Qiao Baiyu, but whenever she faced Li Fanghao, she would lose her nerve. That baseless worry and fear accumulated since childhood was the reason she couldn’t bring herself to speak up.

Li Fanghao’s tone grew increasingly severe: “Mom isn’t a mindreader, and you’re grown up now. You need to learn to communicate with Mom actively about anything that’s bothering you, understand?”

“I understand.”

After all that preparation, she still couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Qiao Qingyu hated her timidity in front of Li Fanghao. Thinking back on this meaningless conversation later, she felt hypocritical—to maintain her image as the “worry-free” child in her mother’s eyes, she had forcefully suppressed her desire to seek the truth.

At school, where Qiao Qingyu didn’t have to watch others’ expressions or care about their opinions, she could be her true self. Jiang Nian was popular with many friends and actively involved in various activities, and over time, Qiao Qingyu grew accustomed to being alone—just like at Shunyun First High School. She quite enjoyed this tranquility.

The rooftop of the multi-purpose building behind the teaching building had once been a popular spot for couples, but the school had later surrounded it with tall barbed wire, claiming it was for safety to prevent students from falling. The rooftop beneath the iron barbs looked cold and oppressive, scaring away the couples and becoming a smoking spot for the school’s troublemakers.

Qiao Qingyu had been to the rooftop twice—there were only so many troublemakers at school, and avoiding them was much simpler than avoiding other students.

Both times had been on rainy days. One day in mid-October, when autumn was in full swing, rain began to fall as school let out. Qiao Qingyu, who had just reached the school gate, took out her umbrella from her bag, opened it, turned back through the teaching building, entered the multi-purpose building, and climbed the stairs, heading to the rooftop for the third time.

As she expected, there wasn’t a soul on the rooftop. The rain grew heavier, and Qiao Qingyu set down her bulging schoolbag by the wooden door, then stepped into the rain with her umbrella, gazing outward through the circles of barbed wire.

The city was blurred in the rain curtain. The gradually brightening neon lights soaked in the water, their halos spreading, creating a dreamy beauty.

Whenever she was alone on the rooftop, Qiao Qingyu’s thoughts would involuntarily drift to those few charred pieces of paper. Qiao Baiyu’s bright, lively eyes flashed like sparks in her mind, with Qiao Jinrui’s gentle, caring shadow behind her. Then her thoughts would freeze, her mind going blank.

Today was no different; Qiao Qingyu only realized she had been spacing out after who knows how long.

The rain had already soaked half of her canvas shoes, the coldness invading her feet and creeping into her body, making her shiver. Turning around, Qiao Qingyu saw two girls by the wooden door who had appeared at some point—one standing empty-handed, the other holding a broom and dustpan, bent over emptying the dustpan’s contents into Qiao Qingyu’s schoolbag.

“Hey!” Qiao Qingyu shouted, “What are you doing?!”

The standing girl covered her mouth and laughed, while the one dumping trash glanced at Qiao Qingyu and quickened her dumping motion.

Seeing Qiao Qingyu rushing over, the laughing girl nervously stepped backward, waving to the other girl: “Deng Cheng, hurry, she’s coming!”

That expression of avoidance was like seeing a plague god. Qiao Qingyu didn’t care anymore, threw her umbrella aside, ran downstairs with thundering steps, and stretched out both arms to block the two who were trying to escape.

Now she could see clearly that the girl who had been covering her mouth laughing was Su Tian from Class 6 of the first year, doll-like and delicate, who had been getting close to Ming Sheng since the start of school.

“Trash should go in the trash can,” Qiao Qingyu said seriously, “You’ve gone too far.”

Su Tian looked at her contemptuously, pulling Deng Cheng back two steps, her condescending attitude stinging Qiao Qingyu.

“Clean my schoolbag.”

“Hmph,” Deng Cheng pointed at the wooden door with her broom, “This is our class’s cleaning area, there was a trash can by the door, but it’s gone, what am I supposed to do?”

“It’s outside,” Qiao Qingyu said calmly, “On the rooftop, in the corner.”

“I didn’t see it,” Deng Cheng was aggressive, her eyes flashing threateningly, “There was a schoolbag where the trash can be, so I dumped it in the schoolbag, simple as that.”

Su Tian nodded approvingly beside her, adding earnestly: “It’s raining so hard outside, how could we go out to get the trash can?”

“Is it my fault you couldn’t get to the trash can?” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help raising her voice, “That trash can is full of cigarette butts, why don’t you dump the trash in Ming Sheng’s bag? Isn’t he the one always bringing people to smoke on the rooftop?”

As if hitting a switch, Su Tian’s face changed instantly, her big eyes bulging horrifyingly, like a beautiful demon revealing its hideous true form: “Who are you to even mention Ah Sheng’s name? How dare that filthy mouth of yours speak Ah Sheng’s name? Let me tell you, if it weren’t for…”

“Clean my schoolbag,” Qiao Qingyu coldly interrupted Su Tian, “I don’t need you to tell me anything. Let me tell you, even if Ming Sheng did something like this, I would make him clean my schoolbag too.”

“Shut your dirty mouth!” Su Tian roared, “Dare to say Ah Sheng’s name again?”

“Ming-Sheng,” Qiao Qingyu stared into Su Tian’s furious eyes, enunciating each syllable, “Ming-Sheng, Ming-Sheng, Ming-Sheng…”

She felt Su Tian was about to explode—and strangely, she found herself looking forward to it. She hoped Su Tian would be more violent, directly punch her or push her down, giving her a reason to retaliate without restraint.

“Shut! Up!” Su Tian covered her ears and screamed, stamping her feet.

Suddenly she turned and rushed upstairs to Qiao Qingyu’s schoolbag, grabbed the open bag, and dumped everything inside onto the rain-washed rooftop.

“You…” Qiao Qingyu lost her voice.

Su Tian walked downstairs refreshed, with the air of a victor.

“I cleaned your bag,” as she passed by Qiao Qingyu, she said haughtily, “It was just dust I dumped in there, the heavy rain will wash it clean.”

That day, Qiao Qingyu returned to Chaoyang New Village very late. She sent a message to Li Fanghao saying she had lost her umbrella and needed to wait out the rain, then stayed in the classroom, spending a long time carefully wiping her rain-soaked textbooks and exercise papers. Fortunately, first and second-year students didn’t have evening self-study, so the classroom was empty at night, allowing her to spread her books and papers across multiple desks, turning on the whirring ceiling fan to blow them dry.

Everything else didn’t matter much, but the light green hardcover book of literature excerpts made her heartache.

Qiao Qingyu had a habit of copying down excerpts when reading. Those few charred pages left by Qiao Baiyu had been pasted in the middle section of her excerpt book. Keeping them at home would risk Li Fanghao finding them, so they could only be kept in a notebook she carried with her but never had to show anyone. When Su Tian dumped the schoolbag, the excerpt book in the middle automatically opened to the center, falling straight into the rooftop’s rainwater. By the time Qiao Qingyu picked up the book, those few remaining pages were completely soaked through.

Fortunately, the writing remained clear. But the wet pages stuck together and were fragile; when Qiao Qingyu tried to separate them, she accidentally tore one.

The tear went through a boy’s name: He Feihai.

Presumably a former classmate of Qiao Baiyu’s, someone from He Family Village next to Nan Qiao Village. Perhaps because the name was so common, Qiao Qingyu found it unusually familiar. However, after thinking for a long while, she was certain she had never heard this name from Qiao Baiyu’s mouth.

It was also possible that Qiao Baiyu had mentioned it but she hadn’t paid attention. She had always been indifferent to her sister’s world.

The third-year students had three evening self-study periods, and by the time the bell rang for the third period, Qiao Qingyu had finished all her homework. She stood up, gathered her books onto her desk, and put the half-wet excerpt book into her school bag.

Just then, the back door was thrown open with a bang.

“Er Hua,” Ye Zilin burst into the classroom like a whirlwind, “Oh, finished your homework?”

Qiao Qingyu quickly zipped up her schoolbag and turned to look out the window—the rain had stopped.

“Hey, don’t be so cold,” Ye Zilin moved closer, blocking Qiao Qingyu’s path to the door, “Heard you got bullied by Su Tian today?”

The ceiling fan was still whirring, and the lingering cigarette smell from Ye Zilin’s uniform drifted into Qiao Qingyu’s nose, making her wrinkle her brow.

“Tiantian told Ah Sheng about it, all pitiful-like,” Ye Zilin said flippantly, moving even closer, “But, big brother knows you’re the one who was wronged, so why don’t…”

“Move.”

Ye Zilin was stunned, then smiled suggestively: “You dared to tell Tiantian to dump the trash in Ah Sheng’s bag, how brave of you! But that trash can wasn’t moved by Ah Sheng, don’t you know he doesn’t smoke? We don’t even dare smoke in front of him! It was Big Brother who moved it there, aren’t I environmentally conscious…”

He stopped as Qiao Qingyu raised her eyes to stare directly at him.

“Move.”

Ye Zilin’s lips curved into an inexplicable smile, and then he quickly backed into the aisle, bowing in an exaggerated “after you” gesture.

His affected reverence made Qiao Qingyu feel both disgusted and somewhat satisfied, with a hint of victory.

Looking at the big and intimidating Ye Zilin, he was just a paper tiger.

The bright and beautiful Su Tian was a ridiculous germaphobe; even if Qiao Qingyu did nothing, she was like a weapon of mass destruction in Su Tian’s eyes, so there was no need to fear her.

Calmness was just her facade, Qiao Qingyu knew this. In her confrontations with Su Tian and standoff with Ye Zilin, she could feel the surging anger in her chest, but no matter how turbulent this anger became, it would automatically recede like an ebbing tide whenever she opened her mouth.

For some reason, after seeing the charred papers Qiao Baiyu left behind, she had lost the power to explode.

Now she didn’t mind the rumors as much as before. What do you all know, she thought. You call her filthy, dirty, and cheap, but none of you know that what led her down this path of no return was love.

Overnight, she had understood and forgiven everything her sister had done-

Su Tian told everyone about how she had “dealt with” Qiao Qingyu and the incident quickly spread throughout the school as a joke. Qiao Qingyu felt more obvious malice; many people couldn’t stand her cold, expressionless face. Jiang Nian was long used to Qiao Qingyu’s cold responses, and now showed a kind of urgent frustration toward her: “Su Tian bullied you, you could have told the teachers!”

Qiao Qingyu felt teachers couldn’t resolve her predicament, though perhaps she was just being cowardly, afraid of retaliation from Su Tian or Ming Sheng. However, unexpectedly, the disciplinary director, nicknamed “Fatty Huang,” actively sought her out.

When she arrived at Fatty Huang’s office, she found Su Tian was there too.

“Some students reported that there’s a conflict between you two,” Fatty Huang had them stand side by side, “Su Tian, you speak first, what happened?”

Su Tian opened her soft, appealing mouth and immediately said that last week during cleaning duty, Qiao Qingyu had deliberately kicked the rooftop trash can into the corner. Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath and turned to look at her.

“So it’s still my fault, Director Huang,” Su Tian’s expression was sincere and determined, “I was too angry then, I shouldn’t have dumped senior’s books outside.”

Then she suddenly turned to Qiao Qingyu: “Senior, I’m sorry!”

Qiao Qingyu stared at her blankly, unable to react for a moment. Just then, the door opened behind them, and unexpectedly, Ming Sheng appeared in the doorway.

“You’re actually on time today,” Fatty Huang barked irritably, “Wait outside first!”

Ming Sheng silently closed the door again. Meanwhile, Su Tian apologized to Qiao Qingyu again, her voice louder and more sincere: “Senior, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!”

Fatty Huang was moved first: “Alright, Qiao Qingyu, you were wrong first, you should also apologize to Su Tian, and we can put this little matter behind us.”

Su Tian waited. After a long moment, Qiao Qingyu finally spoke: “I won’t apologize. I did nothing wrong.”

Fatty Huang frowned: “It takes two to tango, you must both be at fault. Su Tian has apologized twice, and you’re still unmoved? Are you saying you did absolutely nothing wrong, huh?!”

“I didn’t put the trash can on the rooftop,” Qiao Qingyu calmly looked at Fatty Huang, “Even when they dumped trash in my schoolbag, I didn’t curse at them. I did nothing wrong.”

“No, senior, that’s too much, how could I possibly…”

“Why are you so self-righteous!” Fatty Huang interrupted the wailing Su Tian, “Then tell me, why did Su Tian touch your schoolbag?”

“She dumped trash into my bag…”

“I didn’t dump it!” Su Tian shouted.

Qiao Qingyu glanced at her and corrected herself: “She touched my bag because I mentioned Ming Sheng’s name.”

Su Tian was shocked, her face instantly turning crimson, lips trembling. Fatty Huang looked between them puzzled: “That kid Ming Sheng is involved in this too?”

“I suspected the trash can was kicked to the rooftop by Ming Sheng and his group, so I told Su Tian to dump the trash in Ming Sheng’s bag,” Qiao Qingyu replied calmly, “And Su Tian got angry because she likes Ming Sheng and thought I wasn’t worthy of saying those two syllables.”

Fatty Huang blinked, seemingly trying hard to digest this statement. Su Tian’s blush spread to her neck, her eyes filled with resentment and murderous intent as she looked at Qiao Qingyu.

Although everyone knew Su Tian liked Ming Sheng, bringing it up in front of a teacher was another matter entirely. Qiao Qingyu knew she had once again made an enemy of the school’s popular figures.

“Therefore,” Qiao Qingyu looked up again at Fatty Huang and Su Tian, “I won’t apologize.”

After saying this, she felt immensely satisfied, ignoring Fatty Huang’s expression as she turned and strode away.

As she opened the door, Ming Sheng leaned to the side, effectively making way for her.

Only then did Qiao Qingyu remember Ming Sheng had been waiting outside the door.

Passing under Ming Sheng’s gaze, she thought, he must have heard the conversation inside. Walking with large strides to the stairwell, for some inexplicable reason, Qiao Qingyu suddenly stopped.

She felt Ming Sheng’s gaze fixed on her back.

After a moment’s hesitation, she turned around. Contrary to her imagination of Ming Sheng averting his gaze, he was casually leaning against the wall, looking at her openly and unabashedly.

The corridor was dimly lit, and Qiao Qingyu couldn’t make out his expression.

“Hey,” seeing her turn back, Ming Sheng called out, still in that slightly languid tone, “That trash can…”

“It wasn’t you who moved it,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted him, “I know. I’m sorry.”

She inexplicably thought of how he didn’t smoke. After speaking, she ran downstairs, her footsteps thundering, barely covering the pounding of her heart.

Since being declared “both pitiful and stupid, truly tragic” by Ming Sheng at the start of school, she seemed to have never spoken to him again. Everything she endured at school had started with Ming Sheng, Qiao Qingyu knew this, but strangely, her resentment toward Ming Sheng hadn’t lasted long. Unlike others’ blatant avoidance or mockery, Ming Sheng seemed to treat her as if she were invisible.

Because of Ming Sheng, there was often a group of boys gathered around Class 5’s door, and they would joke about Qiao Qingyu without restraint when she passed by. Ming Sheng, always in the crowd, maintained an air of detachment, neither stopping nor joining in. Once or twice, when Qiao Qingyu glared back fiercely, she unexpectedly caught a fleeting gravity in Ming Sheng’s expression.

She thought again of Ming Sheng saying Qiao Baiyu was tragic. Just for that, she felt Ming Sheng was different from the others.



Chapter 10: The Letter
One Saturday morning, while hanging clothes on the balcony, Qiao Qingyu looked up to see a V-formation of wild geese. Carried by the wind, they seemed to ride the waves, flowing and bobbing in the air. The sky was vast, so blue it was almost transparent, clean enough to break one’s heart.

Suddenly, tears streamed down her face.

She wanted to go out again—

Her excuse to Li Fanghao was simple: she’d say she was going to the school library to research for her English essay. The internet at home had been left by the previous tenant and had expired the week before. Her parents hadn’t renewed it, so naturally, she couldn’t get online at home.

Before reaching Huanzhou No. 2 Middle School, Qiao Qingyu switched to a different bus—unlike two months ago, this time when she lied, she felt no guilt toward her parents who were working diligently in the shop.

She boarded the second bus at random, not knowing it would cross the river. The bus wound through the crowded streets of Huanzhou city, and after half an hour, suddenly broke free from the congestion, roaring as it climbed onto the expansive Minjiang Fourth Bridge. The view opened up instantly, and Qiao Qingyu sat up straight, pushing the window on her right completely open.

The howling wind and the engine’s roar competed in her ears. The salty smell of river water filled her nostrils, and the strong wind hit her face solidly, pressing against her until it was almost difficult to breathe.

She felt a sudden, unprecedented lightness as if all the heavy trivialities within her had been blown away by the great wind.

So this was the Minjiang River. Qiao Qingyu marveled, her lips curving into a smile. How vast it was.

She greedily absorbed everything in her view. The grey-green water, the dancing reflections on its surface, and the glass skyscrapers gradually come into focus on the opposite shore. In the other direction, at the edge of her vision, the calm banks of the Minjiang River blurred into an impenetrable mist.

The world-famous Minjiang tides must be spectacular, she thought. Perhaps next year, she could come to see them.

After crossing the bridge, the bus quickly reached its terminal station in the Riverside New District. Only a few young girls remained on the bus. Qiao Qingyu got off behind them, catching the words “Huanzhou Tourism College” in their conversation.

A warning bell rang in her head.

After getting off, Qiao Qingyu discovered that the Huanzhou Tourism Vocational School was right across from the bus station.

As if led by an invisible hand, Qiao Qingyu unconsciously walked across the zebra crossing before her. She stopped in front of the crimson gate.

She had noticed while crossing the street that a security guard had been watching her. As she approached, his gaze grew increasingly puzzled.

Qiao Qingyu turned to leave, but the guard came forward.

“Hey, student, are you Baiyu’s sister?”

Before Qiao Qingyu could respond, the guard continued: “When I saw you standing there just now, I was startled, thinking Qiao Baiyu had returned… You two look so alike from afar, the height, the figure, hair as black as ink… Up close you’re different though. Baiyu is your sister, right? Your nose is exactly like hers!”

Qiao Qingyu turned her face to the side, remaining silent. The guard continued: “Oh, I remember Baiyu so clearly. It was my first year here too, and one time she came back very late after the dormitory doors were locked. She tried to climb in through the corridor window, and I caught her. The way she begged me then, looking so pitiful—those eyes, I’ll never forget them as long as I live…”

Qiao Qingyu fled in panic.

On the return bus, her thoughts were once again occupied by Qiao Baiyu. The guard’s words echoed in her mind, completely dispelling her earlier feeling of lightness. She felt angry and resentful, yet helpless.

“Those eyes, I’ll never forget them as long as I live”—Qiao Qingyu pondered the guard’s words, her emotions complex and indefinable.

In reality, the security guard surely wasn’t the only one who had met Qiao Baiyu and couldn’t forget her. Qiao Qingyu recalled the thoughtful look in Mingsheng’s father’s eyes when he saw her at the newsstand. Her long-suppressed curiosity sprang up and seized her: Why had the director of Provincial First Hospital ever met Qiao Baiyu, who had been treated and died at Weiai Hospital?

She didn’t think Director Wen had seen Qiao Baiyu online—no. Judging from the reactions to that recent post on Floor 88, people hadn’t known about Qiao Baiyu’s existence before. Mingsheng’s father had met Qiao Baiyu in person, without a doubt.

But why had he met Qiao Baiyu? When had he seen her?

Multiple possibilities sprouted simultaneously in Qiao Qingyu’s mind, combined with her previous doubts about whether her sister had been infected when she died. She felt her mind might explode.

Except for the undeniable fact of her death, she knew nothing about what had happened to her sister after coming to Huanzhou.

If not for accidentally salvaging those few torn diary pages, she would have known absolutely nothing about her sister.

Qiao Qingyu’s heart ached intensely.

She couldn’t keep drowning in her own emotions anymore, she thought. She couldn’t let her sister’s mysterious and heavy past weigh down her own life like a cocoon.

To break free from the cocoon and become a butterfly, she had to move forward actively—

Qiao Qingyu decided to first resolve something she had long suspected: whether Qiao Baiyu had contracted AIDS during her appendectomy.

She often thought about the white safe in her parents’ wardrobe. Once, while helping Li Fanghao put pillowcases and duvet covers in the wardrobe, she opened the side with the safe and discovered it had both a keyhole and a number dial. Looking it up online, she learned this type of safe required both a password and key. Moreover, the bedroom door was always locked. These three layers of security made Qiao Qingyu lose heart—trying to open the safe undetected was simply impossible.

Changing her approach, Qiao Qingyu thought she could start from the outside, such as with Weiai Hospital.

That same weekend she passed Huanzhou Tourism College, Qiao Qingyu again left home under the pretext of researching at school, heading straight for Weiai Hospital across the river from the college. This was Huanzhou’s largest private hospital, heavily advertised, its light blue building as soft and welcoming as shown in the photos. A billboard stood in front of the hospital entrance, the glaring words “Painless Abortion” making Qiao Qingyu too ashamed to look up.

She registered at the gastroenterology department and did homework while waiting in the consultation room, drawing many glances. After about two hours, she heard her name called. A middle-aged female doctor with a serious expression asked her several questions, had her lie down to feel her stomach, then sat at her desk and dismissed Qiao Qingyu with a wave of her hand.

“There’s nothing wrong with you, don’t scare yourself,” the doctor said. “Young girls shouldn’t diet recklessly, eat properly.”

Qiao Qingyu quickly opened her phone, showed the doctor the photo of Qiao Baiyu from Floor 88, and asked about her sister. The doctor leaned in for a look, interrupting before Qiao Qingyu could finish: “Died from appendicitis surgery? I’ve worked at Weiai for five or six years and never heard of such a thing.”

The heavy stone that had been hanging over her head instantly fell, crashing into her heart. Qiao Qingyu froze: “Doctor, have you ever seen my sister?”

“Even if I had, I wouldn’t remember. Do you know how many people I see every day?”

“People online say my sister got AIDS and had complications, I want to know if my sister had AIDS, is it true that…”

“Child, you should ask your parents about these things! I already said I don’t know your sister, and besides, this is gastroenterology—for AIDS questions, you need to ask the STD department. If someone had AIDS, there would be records in the hospital.”

Having said this, the middle-aged doctor’s patience was exhausted. She rang the bell for the next patient, shooing Qiao Qingyu out.

It was nearly noon, and there were few people at the first-floor registration windows. Passing by, Qiao Qingyu slowed her steps, hesitated for a long while, but ultimately couldn’t muster the courage to register at the STD department.

The mere words “sexually transmitted disease” were frightening enough, let alone the truth-bearing its fangs behind them—

Qiao Qingyu found herself increasingly drawn to the rooftop, whether it was sunny or raining. In the crisp autumn days, with volleyball and soccer tournaments starting simultaneously, the sports meet about to begin, the photography club’s exhibition works making countless students linger in the square, and the newly established aerobics cheerleading team recruiting members with great fanfare, the campus was lively every day, though none of it concerned Qiao Qingyu.

However, because the school basketball team was racing against time to prepare for the city basketball tournament, Mingsheng was in the gymnasium every day, and the group of boys who usually surrounded him greatly reduced their visits to the rooftop, leaving Qiao Qingyu with more tranquility.

The rooftop was peaceful, and so was the area outside the classroom. Perhaps because she had devoted all her non-academic thoughts to the mystery of how Qiao Baiyu had passed away, she wasn’t as concerned about her classmates’ gazes as she had been at the start of school, or perhaps because everyone had grown accustomed to her unusual existence. Either way, those boys who often gathered in the corridor because of Mingsheng and occasionally teased her as she passed by suddenly lost interest in her.

It was also possible—this guess was immediately suppressed by Qiao Qingyu as soon as it emerged—that Mingsheng had stopped them. She had heard him utter two words, “ignorant,” when Chen Yuqian had blocked her way and questioned whether the outdated T-shirt she was wearing was Qiao Baiyu’s old clothes. She knew he was targeting Chen Yuqian. Honestly, when she heard those words, Qiao Qingyu felt both amazed and touched.

Amazed that despite his seemingly casual manner, he had accurately anticipated Chen Yuqian’s next attack—”Did you disinfect your sister’s clothes? Don’t bring dirty diseases into school!”—these two words forced Chen Yuqian to swallow the words that had rushed to his lips, his bulging eyes making him look as ugly as if he had swallowed a live fly.

Touched by the tone in which he said the word “ignorant,” so sharp, so ruthless as if Chen Yuqian wasn’t his friend at all.

Also touched by the complex expression on his face when their eyes met after he spoke, with sympathy overshadowing grief, was there even a hint of apology?

She was probably overthinking it. When Mingsheng rebuked Chen Yuqian as “ignorant,” it was more likely that he truly couldn’t stand Chen Yuqian’s stupidity. Recalling what he had said to her at the beginning of school, “I’m very picky,” combined with that cold face when scolding Chen Yuqian, Qiao Qingyu suddenly formed another hypothesis: that Mingsheng didn’t care about these boys, and girls, who constantly surrounded him.

Chen Yuqian was crazy and foolish, Ye Zilin was sleazy, Chen Shen was a follower without his own opinions, and the remaining crowd’s faces changed constantly, coming and going like insignificant ants. What sense of achievement could there be in being crowned king by such people? If she were Mingsheng, she would have long grown tired of this cheap adoration that swarmed around her every day.

That’s probably where his languid weariness came from. To him, the world was just a plate of pre-cut fruit placed before his eyes—he could simply take a piece of whatever he wanted to taste, but he was too accustomed to privilege, his standards too high, and he couldn’t be bothered to reach out for ordinary things.

In that case, his popularity among classmates might indicate that he was quite easy-going in his interactions.

He was naturally very discriminating at his core, Qiao Qingyu thought, and no one had more right to be—he excelled in all aspects, even in his understanding of the world.

What had enabled him to immediately say that Qiao Baiyu’s experience was “too tragic,” when everyone else only focused on her appearance, conduct, and death?

It must be related to his childhood.

Almost everyone at school knew that Mingsheng’s family lived in Qinghu Famous Gardens, and his grandfather’s home in Chaoyang New Village was just where he “happened” to stay for a few years during elementary school. When parents are too busy to care for their children and entrust them to their elders, though normal, it inevitably leaves an irreparable void in the hearts of the “left behind” children.

Qiao Qingyu felt that Mingsheng’s elementary school years must not have been easy. Mastering calligraphy and piano requires not only intuition but also focus perseverance, and most importantly, inner drive. His exceptional calligraphy couldn’t have been the result of pressure from his elders. He was someone with extremely high self-expectations, and when it came to practicing calligraphy, he must have been quite self-disciplined from an early age.

Like Qiao Baiyu, he had an unusually well-behaved childhood.

Using maturity far beyond his years to prove to his absent parents: Dad, Mom, look, I’m very good, very excellent.

Of course, he was much luckier than her sister, Qiao Qingyu reminded herself, rationally suppressing the inexplicable understanding and even sympathy that had welled up in her heart for Mingsheng.

Besides, she shouldn’t forget what Senior He Kai had endured. Now Mingsheng was arrogant and willful, having long cast aside his childhood—why should she be so emotional and think so much about it?

She immediately forced herself to change perspective, deciding that Mingsheng’s ease and grace among classmates didn’t indicate friendliness, but rather a lack of genuine care.

Outwardly flourishing, but actually, without any true friends—this thought gave Qiao Qingyu a sense of satisfaction, filled with the vengeful feeling of pulling Mingsheng down from his pedestal—just like me.

Both of us are lonely—

Once when Su Tian, Deng Cheng, and the others appeared at the wooden door again, they spotted Qiao Qingyu from afar and hurriedly ran downstairs like refugees. Others were the same; whoever wanted to come to the rooftop would consciously turn away upon seeing Qiao Qingyu there.

It was unfortunate, but Qiao Qingyu was also grateful.

On lucky days, not even a single cigarette butt could be found on the rooftop in the evening. At such times, Qiao Qingyu would use her schoolbag as a pillow, lying down to observe the blue sky and white clouds divided by the iron mesh.

Occasionally, she would think of He Kai. Once, when the class publicity officer Guan Lan entered the room shouting that there was a letter from Sunyun No. 1 Middle School before Qiao Qingyu could react, the letter was snatched away by Ye Zilin. Ye Zilin’s condition for returning the letter was to make her say “I love you to death” to his face, so Qiao Qingyu gave up on retrieving the letter.

That letter, could it have been from He Kai?

The silhouette of that youth she had tried so hard to remember, beneath the ancient camphor tree by the canal, felt as distant as if it belonged to a previous life.

Qiao Qingyu greatly enjoyed being alone. When lying on the ground completely emptying her mind, she often felt as if she had grown transparent wings. The sky was so high, so far, yet within reach. But she couldn’t fly for long. Tears would often fall unconsciously, dropping vertically, pulling her back to the ground.

In late October, the day before midterm exams, when Qiao Qingyu opened her eyes while lying flat, she suddenly discovered someone sitting beside her.

“Hi.”

Wang Mumu’s slightly downturned smiling face perfectly blocked the sun, with golden halos suspended behind her head like an angel’s halo.

Qiao Qingyu sat up.

“I went to your classroom looking for you, but no one knew where you were,” Wang Mumu’s voice was gentler than the wind. “I guessed you’d be here, and here you are.”

Qiao Qingyu looked at her with both wariness and confusion, making an unclear “mm” sound in her throat.

“I’m Wang Mumu, from Class 1, Grade 12.”

“I know.”

Wang Mumu smiled slightly: “I often see you hanging clothes on the balcony, Qiao Qingyu.”

“Balcony?”

“I live across from you,” Wang Mumu continued smiling, “Building 38, third floor, Chaoyang New Village.”

Qiao Qingyu suddenly understood. So Wang Mumu lived in that household full of miscellaneous items, opposite Mingsheng’s home—no wonder everyone said they were childhood sweethearts.

“I want to ask for your help,” Wang Mumu said, looking sincerely into Qiao Qingyu’s eyes, “Would you like to join the flag-raising team?”

Qiao Qingyu took two seconds to digest Wang Mumu’s invitation: “The flag-raising team?”

“I’m in Grade 12 now, must fight for every minute,” Wang Mumu looked ahead, “I’m the oldest in the flag-raising team, it’s time for me to step down… Will you come?”

Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth slightly, and after a long while managed to say: “But…”

“Raising the flag is simple, you can master the rhythm in half an hour, just that the long-sleeved uniform is a bit hot in summer,” Wang Mumu winked at Qiao Qingyu, “I love watching you when you’re hanging clothes, so focused, raising your head earnestly to smooth out the clothes, just like a swan.”

Qiao Qingyu was too shocked to speak.

“Come find me after the exam the day after tomorrow,” Wang Mumu smiled sweetly, “Otherwise there’ll be no one to raise the flag next Monday.”—

For the students of Huanzhou No. 2 Middle School, Qiao Qingyu’s unexpected appearance beneath the flagpole was undoubtedly shocking. The news of Qiao Qingyu becoming the new flag-raiser spread rapidly among students, and when she formally appeared before everyone in uniform, Qiao Qingyu caught the buzzing murmurs from below the platform.

However, all discussions suddenly ceased when the national anthem began playing.

The enormous silence from the crowd brought a new kind of impact to Qiao Qingyu, and she enjoyed this moment. What was unbearable was the flag-raising speech afterward, when she truly felt countless arrow-like gazes from below the rostrum while standing by the flagpole, especially during the moment when Mingsheng was called to stand beside her.

Mingsheng had received a warning for repeatedly not submitting homework; he didn’t care at all, but Qiao Qingyu felt embarrassed as if she were the one who had done something wrong.

After the assembly, Qiao Qingyu quickly ran back to the logistics room on the first floor. The flag-raising team had eight members, four boys and four girls, with Deng Cheng among them. When changing out of their uniforms, only the four girls were in the logistics room, and Qiao Qingyu, alone on one side, overheard Deng Cheng chatting with the other two girls.

“She registered at the STD clinic,” Deng Cheng said while glancing sideways at Qiao Qingyu, “If you don’t believe me, ask Fang Keran from Class 12, she said it. Yesterday she accompanied her mother to Weiai Hospital and saw her go to the STD department with her own eyes.”

Qiao Qingyu’s heart skipped a beat, her scalp tingling.

Yesterday, Sunday, she had indeed gone to register at the STD clinic at Weiai Hospital. However, unlike before, this time she met a young doctor with high vigilance who, perhaps to protect patient privacy, only said “not sure” no matter how Qiao Qingyu asked. She was very discouraged when being rushed out of the consultation room.

“If you don’t believe me, go ask her yourself.” Deng Cheng threw out these words, turning toward Qiao Qingyu challengingly.

Qiao Qingyu quickly changed into her canvas shoes.

Before leaving, she was stopped by Deng Cheng: “Senior, am I right?”

After a brief pause while looking down, Qiao Qingyu neither responded nor looked back—

When her face was “accidentally” hit by a basketball from a group of first-year girls led by Su Tian on the playground, Qiao Qingyu thought, no one can escape their fate. Being Qiao Baiyu’s sister is my destiny, continuing her old path, being gossiped about and ostracized, I can’t escape it.

Her nosebleed wouldn’t stop, yet no one came to apologize. Su Tian’s shrill scream rang out from afar, presumably because Mingsheng and his group had arrived.

Qiao Qingyu stood up holding onto the nearby basketball hoop, head tilted back, moving awkwardly toward the edge of the playground. Someone behind her shouted for her to clean up the blood by the basketball court, while another girl added that they didn’t want everyone to get infected. Along with the harsh laughter, Qiao Qingyu quickened her pace, running faster and faster.

When Little Wang, the school nurse, saw her, she was greatly startled, asking why her face was covered in blood? Only then did Qiao Qingyu understand why she hadn’t bumped into anyone despite running with her head tilted back the whole way—her horrifying appearance was like a knife, keeping others at bay.

After helping clean her up, Nurse Wang pulled back the partition curtain, pointing to the narrow bed behind it, saying: “Go lie down flat, rest for a while, I’ll help excuse you from the next class.”

“Can I pull the curtain closed?” Qiao Qingyu asked.

Seeing Nurse Wang nod, she let out a sigh of relief.

The infirmary ceiling was pure white without impurities, and the air was filled with the smell of disinfectant, making Qiao Qingyu feel inexplicably at ease. The last class was self-study, missing it wasn’t much of a loss. Nurse Wang was typing away at her computer, occasionally lifting the curtain to check on Qiao Qingyu’s nose. During the fourth check, while she was examining Qiao Qingyu, the wooden door of the infirmary was suddenly flung open with a bang.

“Who is it? Don’t you know how to knock?”

“Nurse Wang, Nurse Wang, Sheng sprained his ankle! Quick!”

A group of boys rushed in noisily. Nurse Wang frowned as she lowered the curtain, turning to shout angrily: “Only the injured stay, everyone else go back to class!”

“But we’re on the school team, Nurse Wang, we…”

“My office is only this big, and there’s already a patient resting inside,” Nurse Wang scolded these tall boys with her hands on her hips, “Go do whatever you’re supposed to do! I hate all this noise!”

The crowd quickly retreated, and with a bang of the door, only Mingsheng remained inside.

“What a rare guest, the famous student Mingsheng,” Nurse Wang said, “Let me see, which foot? What happened?”

“Just an accident.”

Nurse Wang gave him a look: “An accident… It’s not your first time playing basketball, how come you never had accidents before?”

Mingsheng smiled: “When I came down, there was an extra ball on the ground, I stepped on it.”

“No wonder you sprained it! Who’s throwing balls around the court, was it those girls who like you?” Nurse Wang complained, “Let me see, this will hurt a bit, bear with it.”

Then, from behind the curtain, Qiao Qingyu heard Mingsheng sharply draw in a cold breath, causing her hand to unconsciously grip the bed sheet.

“You’ve sprained it quite badly, you’ll need to go to the hospital for some medicine,” Nurse Wang said while standing up, “I’ll go next door to get an ice pack, put this on first, and quickly call your father, go to Provincial First Hospital.”

After saying this, she opened the door and left, leaving the room in silence. Qiao Qingyu moved her calf slightly, and the bed creaked, frightening her into immediate stillness, not daring to even breathe.

Soon Nurse Wang returned: “Did you make the call? Here, put this on.”

“Yes.”

Qiao Qingyu was secretly surprised at Mingsheng’s smooth lie.

“Nurse Wang, how long will it take for my foot to heal?”

“You’re thinking about the city basketball tournament, right? Let me calculate,” Nurse Wang pondered, “At least three weeks, probably just in time.”

“That’ll do.”

“If only you put as much effort into studying as you do into basketball, your father would be relieved.” Nurse Wang laughed, seeming quite familiar with Mingsheng, “Why aren’t you doing homework again this semester?”

Mingsheng perfunctorily replied with three words: “Too busy.”

“Hahaha,” Nurse Wang couldn’t help laughing out loud, “Can’t you give your father less to worry about? He’s already busy enough with work, saving lives every day… You’re so popular at school, wearing such nice clothes and shoes, using such a good phone, all thanks to your parents…”

“Who’s inside?” Mingsheng interrupted the chattering Nurse Wang.

“Oh right, I almost forgot with all your trouble,” Nurse Wang said while standing up, suddenly pulling back the partition curtain, saying to Qiao Qingyu who had been lying flat, “Student, I was going to tell you earlier that you’re fine now, you can go back to class.”

Qiao Qingyu quickly got off the bed and opened the infirmary door like a gust of wind.

Reaching the corridor corner, she stopped, heavily leaning her body against the wall, a bold idea slowly taking shape in her mind.

Mingsheng, limping, appeared ten minutes later, alone. When called out to by Qiao Qingyu who had been waiting at the corner, surprise crawled across his face.

“I can help you write your homework,” Qiao Qingyu got straight to the point, “But I need two things in exchange.”

Surprise turned to suspicion, those jet-black eyes staring at her made Qiao Qingyu’s ears inexplicably hot.

“It’s not difficult for you,” Qiao Qingyu added.

“Just say it.”

“First, a phone, with a number, that takes clear photos,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Second, my letter, the one you guys took away.”

“The phone is fine,” Mingsheng pondered, “The letter is not.”

“Why?”

“Don’t misunderstand,” Mingsheng looked elsewhere lazily, “I don’t want to snatch your letter, I just took He Kai’s letter.”

“A letter He Kai wrote to me,” Qiao Qingyu said word by word, trying to stay rational, “is my letter.”

“In other words,” Mingsheng smiled contemptuously, “I couldn’t care less about other boys writing to you… but He Kai is different, those scribbles he wrote with his left hand polluted my eyes.”

“That’s because his right hand was hurt by you…”

“Besides,” Mingsheng forcefully interrupted Qiao Qingyu, “I’m helping you pull back from the brink, you should be thanking me.”

“What do you mean?”

“No matter how hard life is, you can’t casually fall in love,” Mingsheng cast a fleeting glance at her, “Aren’t you supposed to be tough, Qiao Qingyu?”



Chapter 11: N95
To hide the Nokia N95 Mingsheng had given her, Qiao Qingyu specially cut open the inside of her schoolbag and sewed it in an inconspicuously hidden pocket. Though the noodle shop kept Li Fanghao busy from early morning to late night and she hadn’t checked Qiao Qingyu’s schoolbag since coming to Huanzhou, Qiao Qingyu didn’t dare become careless—Li Fanghao’s trust was the prerequisite for her to move forward peacefully.

Copying homework was more time-consuming than imagined, and expensive too. Due to Mingsheng’s high standards, whenever Qiao Qingyu encountered problems she didn’t understand, she had to photograph and send them via MMS, and Mingsheng usually replied the same way. MMS used a lot of data, and before the weekend even arrived, the new number’s credit was nearly depleted.

Qiao Qingyu regretted not including phone credit in her demands. She wanted to ask Mingsheng to top up the credit but couldn’t bring herself to do it, and finally steeled herself to use all hundred yuan of pocket money she’d saved over the past year.

It hurt, of course, but there was no choice. If things went smoothly, she could complete her grand plan this week, return the phone to Mingsheng on Monday, and end this arduous homework-copying task.

Qiao Qingyu had never anticipated a weekend with such world-shattering resolve. On Saturday, she woke before dawn, sitting up instantly at the sound of her parents closing the door.

After a quick wash, she turned on the desk lamp and threw herself into her homework without pause. Qiao Jinyu woke up four hours later, leaning against the doorframe while brushing his teeth, mumbling a request to borrow money.

“I don’t have a single cent,” Qiao Qingyu didn’t even look up, “When have you ever paid back what you borrowed before?”

“My classmates invited me to sing tonight, I have to treat them to late-night snacks!” Qiao Jinyu grumbled, “Otherwise it wouldn’t be right!”

“If you don’t have money, don’t try to act rich,” Qiao Qingyu shot him a glare, “Actually, I need your help with something tonight.”

“I’m going,” Qiao Jinyu shouted, retreating to the bathroom.

After washing his face, he found Qiao Qingyu sitting properly in the living room, staring intensely at a light green hardcover notebook on the coffee table.

“What’s wrong?”

“Come here,” Qiao Qingyu assumed her big sister posture, “I need to tell you something.”—

Just as Qiao Jinyu was agreeing to help with furrowed brows and obvious reluctance, Li Fanghao called.

“I’ve been busy until now, why aren’t you here yet?”

Only then did Qiao Qingyu remember she’d forgotten to go to the shop for breakfast.

“What about Xiaoyu, is he up?”

Qiao Jinyu immediately closed his eyes.

“He’s still sleeping.”

“Come quickly,” Li Fanghao’s voice was full of displeasure, “It’s already nine-thirty!”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t dare delay, hanging up and preparing to put on her shoes when Qiao Jinyu followed her: “Sis lend me some money.”

“I don’t have any.”

Qiao Jinyu sulked, then his eyes lit up: “Let me borrow that camera phone for a while, I’m going out with classmates later, it’ll be good practice…”

“What’s there to practice about taking photos,” Qiao Qingyu stood up, “I’ll give it to you tonight.”

“Who lent you the phone, sis?” Qiao Jinyu blocked her way, “Did you make friends at school? Do you have a boyfriend?”

Qiao Qingyu glared at him fiercely: “I earned it through my work, you think I’m like you, always wanting something for nothing? And anyway, no one can know about me borrowing this phone, understand?”

“I get it, I was just asking,” Qiao Jinyu pulled back his head, “Always so fierce…”

Running down the stairs, Qiao Qingyu vaguely heard Qiao Jinyu muttering “No wonder no one pursues her,” making her heart tighten as she thought of He Kai’s letter that Mingsheng had intercepted, nearly crying out in anger.

She had to get it back, that letter—

Compared to the busy, dragging Saturday morning, the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop usually ended Saturday nights roughly and hurriedly, especially this Saturday. There were no customers after eight, and the Qiao couple counted inventory and cleaned up early, returning home by nine.

It was still early, and Qiao Lushen leaned back on the sofa, switching from CCTV News to the provincial cultural channel. Qiao Qingyu listened intently—Tan Jiazhen, the founder of modern Chinese genetics, had passed away at the age of a hundred; the Mao Dun Literature Prize ceremony was approaching. Then it switched to the popular TV drama “Detective Di Renjie.” The theme song played for quite a while, suggesting Qiao Lushen had put down the remote.

Meanwhile, Qiao Jinyu couldn’t put down the N95, muttering endless praise, then suddenly pointed it at Qiao Qingyu with a click.

“What are you doing?!” Qiao Qingyu’s face paled in fright, “Can’t you turn off the sound?”

“I don’t know how,” Qiao Jinyu came closer, looking proud, “Sis, look look, I captured you so…”

Qiao Qingyu shushed him, held her breath for ten seconds, then turned to give Qiao Jinyu a meaningful look: “Mom’s gone to shower, go.”

After Qiao Jinyu stood up, she glanced at the alarm clock by the bed: “Don’t forget, you have ten minutes total, no matter what, be back in your room before nine-thirty.”

“I know,” Qiao Jinyu said, “You could be a detective.”

He walked out without closing the door. The TV was still on Detective Di Renjie, the shower’s spray could be heard from the bathroom, and Qiao Jinyu called out “Dad” before sitting down beside Qiao Lushen.

“Yuanfang, what do you think?” Qiao Jinyu mimicked the TV show’s tone, “Sir, I think there’s something suspicious about this.”

Qiao Lushen laughed heartily.

“Dad,” Qiao Jinyu said seriously, “Our teacher said they filled in my student registration information wrong at the start of term and asked me to bring my household registration book back to school to verify. Our household registration book is here, right?”

“Yes,” Qiao Lushen nodded, “Such important documents, we keep them with us wherever we go. Wait for your mom to come out and she’ll get it for you.”

“Dad, can you get it for me now? I was already sleeping, just remembered this, and tomorrow our school has an autumn trip, we have to leave early. I want to get back to sleep quickly~”

“Alright, wait here.”

First came the creak of the old sofa springs, then the sliding sound of the bedroom door opening. Qiao Qingyu jumped up, ran into the living room, and saw Qiao Jinyu with his ear pressed against their parents’ closed door, giving her an “OK” gesture. She ran into the kitchen, took a cup in her left hand and the hot water kettle in her right, closed her eyes, and poured water into her hand.

“Ah—” A heart-rending scream reached from the kitchen to the bedroom, and Qiao Lushen immediately rushed out.

“Qingqing! What happened, Qingqing?”

Qiao Qingyu’s face was twisted in pain, the kettle lying on its side by her feet. Her lips trembled as painful whimpers escaped her throat. The purple sleeve at her left wrist was already soaked through.

“Did you burn yourself?” Qiao Lushen rushed forward, “Quick, run it under cold water!”

He turned the tap on full blast and pulled the grimacing Qiao Qingyu over, putting her hand under the faucet. The cool water eased the terrible burning sensation, but Qiao Qingyu was already crying from the pain: “It hurts so much.”

“How could you be so careless? You’re not a child anymore…”

Qiao Lushen’s eyes full of concern made it harder for Qiao Qingyu to control her tears.

“Dad.” She whimpered and burst into tears.

It hurt so much.

“Good thing it’s your left hand,” Qiao Lushen patted her back in consolation, “It’s not serious… be more careful next time, how did you manage to burn yourself pouring water…”

Amid her unrestrained crying, the kitchen light suddenly came on, and Qiao Jinyu walked in from the doorway.

“Sis, you don’t need to save electricity like this,” he recited the lines Qiao Qingyu had taught him earlier, “You should get in the habit of turning on lights.”

His appearance made Qiao Qingyu quickly regain her composure: this kid was quite fast.

Then Li Fanghao squeezed into the kitchen while drying her wet hair. After looking at Qiao Qingyu’s reddened wrist, she left without a word.

“I’m going to the pharmacy now,” she called out while putting on her shoes, “It’ll close soon. Old Qiao, wash the clothes after your shower!”

After Li Fanghao left and seeing that Qiao Qingyu had stopped crying, Qiao Lushen told her to keep running water over it and left the kitchen.

“Nothing.” Before Qiao Qingyu could ask, Qiao Jinyu spoke softly.

“Nothing?”

“The safe had Sunyun’s household register, property deed, shop contract, two bankbooks, an account book, some letters, Mom’s gold necklace, earrings, and bracelet,” Qiao Jinyu counted on his fingers, “But no lawsuit documents, and no sister’s medical records.”

“So you didn’t photograph anything?”

“There was nothing to photograph!”

“Shh—”

“Sis,” Qiao Jinyu exhaled dejectedly, looking at Qiao Qingyu’s injured left hand with guilt in his voice, “Our family’s poor.”

“You looked at the bankbooks?”

Qiao Jinyu nodded: “And the account book. Sis, did you know? The family’s still in debt.”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s silence, he added: “Big sister’s treatment cost a lot.”

“I didn’t know,” Qiao Qingyu whispered, “Mom and Dad never talk about these things.”

“You were right,” Qiao Jinyu’s face was unusually serious, “Mom and Dad are hiding things about big sister from us.”

“Hiding what from us?”

“I photographed the account book,” Qiao Jinyu said, “You’ll see when you look at it.”

Hearing this, Qiao Qingyu immediately turned off the tap and retreated to her room.

The five-megapixel camera was enough to capture every number in the account book. Qiao Jinyu had photographed three pages from back to front, the entries are evident—monthly family income and expenses, one page per year, with yearly totals at the bottom. Expenses were written in red ink and income in blue. In the last photo, the page for ’06, the red expense figure after “January” at the top was notably longer than the others.

Qiao Qingyu’s gaze was drawn to the note in parentheses that followed.

“Baiyu’s Provincial First Hospital expenses total 158,000 yuan.”

Provincial First Hospital, she repeated mentally, recalling Director Wen’s contemplative gaze, the word “sympathy” emerging in her mind. Yes, sympathy—he was someone who knew. He might know everything. The director had seen thousands of people; it was unlikely Qiao Baiyu had left an impression because of her face.

“Mom and Dad deceived everyone,” Qiao Jinyu said grimly, “Even Grandpa and Grandma think sister died because Weiai Hospital was irresponsible!”

“What else could they do,” Qiao Qingyu replied, “Should they tell Grandpa and Grandma that their sister got AIDS and had complications? Sister’s already gone, no need to burden the elderly with more grief, I can understand Mom and Dad’s choice.”

“Strange though, why did Dad sue Weiai Hospital?” Qiao Jinyu voiced Qiao Qingyu’s doubts, “Shouldn’t he have sued Provincial First Hospital?”

“We don’t know the exact situation,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head while continuing to look through the other photos, “Besides, the lawsuit against Weiai Hospital probably wasn’t won.”

“What? But Dad said we won!”

“If we’d won, they would have paid us compensation,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Look at the income these past years, except for February 2006, it’s all about the same. These months in Huanzhou, we’re only earning about two thousand more than in Sunyun each month, just enough for rent…”

“What happened in February 2006?”

“It’s written here,” Qiao Qingyu laid the phone flat, “‘Baiyu’s ancestral burial, received funeral money 33,080 yuan.'”

As she spoke, she noticed the expense note for March: “Baiyu’s Anlin Cemetery plot, 30,000 yuan.”

“What’s Anlin Cemetery?” Qiao Jinyu asked puzzled.

“The public cemetery by Qinghu,” Qiao Qingyu could barely speak, “Mom and Dad secretly buried sister in Huanzhou.”—

The next morning, Qiao Qingyu struggled out of a strange dream, only to feel suffocated by the heavy darkness in the room upon opening her eyes. She jumped out of bed, fleeing like an escape from the windowless room.

The air outside the balcony was crisp and gray as if stained with light ink. Only after staring for a long while did Qiao Qingyu realize it was raining.

She wore only a thin short-sleeved nightgown, yet was still drawn to the coolness beyond the balcony.

On the third floor directly opposite, behind the perpetually closed thick curtains, a warm yellow light shone through. In the fine rain, this light wavered, distant like fireflies about to disappear into the depths of a forest.

It took Qiao Qingyu a while to realize that the lights were on in Mingsheng’s home.

Was Mingsheng behind those curtains?

Since Madam Feng had asked if she’d seen Mingsheng, she had never paid attention to whether anyone was across the way. Thinking back to their first meeting on that scorching afternoon, Qiao Qingyu oddly felt that Mingsheng, who seemed immune to all poison in public, liked to keep himself completely hidden in private. Otherwise, why would he wear long sleeves and a hood, and hide in a tree for no good reason?

Youth in the spotlight harboring unknown thoughts, seemingly invincible yet inwardly dependent on the shade of a great tree—this image seemed poetic, but Qiao Qingyu knew that when it came to Mingsheng, it wasn’t like that at all.

The world to her was like a ball of waterlogged yarn, becoming more and more tangled and heavy, but to him it was a shadowless glass bottle, every corner bright and open, ready to be shown to others—just like him, never shrinking from anything, openly stating his reasons even when doing wrong, as if his heart couldn’t harbor any darkness, bright to the point of transparency.

What secrets could he possibly have?

How different people could be from one another. Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but wonder how Mingsheng would react if he were in her situation. He certainly wouldn’t resign himself to having his life trapped in a thick fog, nor would he let the anger compressed in his heart remain formless and traceless. He would probably turn the world upside down first without considering the consequences.

Afraid of people pointing fingers after learning family secrets? No, he would disdain hiding himself and wouldn’t care about such things.

Qiao Qingyu recalled something from shortly after school started when English teacher Xiao Wu had publicly criticized Mingsheng for being perfunctory with his essay. “The topic was ‘childhood,’ but you wrote about a tree, completely off-topic,” Xiao Wu had said then, “That would be fine, but you copied yourself, copying the essay that was published in the English paper a year ago! It’s outrageous! Rather than spending time copying, you might as well write a few sentences yourself, or are you incapable of that?”

This rebuke hadn’t embarrassed Mingsheng. He walked up to the podium gracefully, took the exercise paper Xiao Wu was waving, and began reading his essay right there.

“You…” Xiao Wu’s face turned ashen, “Stop, stop!”

Mingsheng paid no attention, calmly reading his essay to the end, not missing a word. It was a lyrical essay, entirely praising a tree. However, the word tree was too unfamiliar, and Qiao Qingyu couldn’t understand it.

“You think you wrote it well?” Xiao Wu said angrily, “This is an attitude problem!”

“When I was young, I liked climbing trees. My parents thought it was dangerous and strictly forbade it,” Mingsheng answered irrelevantly, scanning the classroom, his gaze landing on Qiao Qingyu’s face, pausing, then slightly emphasizing, “But my grandfather took me climbing the old tree by the canal, sometimes he was even more mischievous than me, like a playful old child.”

“The camphor tree is an important part of my childhood memories,” Mingsheng continued, “Worth my repeated, loud praise.”

Camphor tree. Qiao Qingyu’s enlightened gaze fixed on Mingsheng, catching his fleeting, openly disdainful look. He was that kind of person, able to maintain his proud demeanor while making those he disliked thoroughly understand. He didn’t like hiding.

Open and direct, Qiao Qingyu analyzed objectively, actually a good quality.

Now she thought that when Mingsheng had initially threatened her with Qiao Baiyu’s story to make her write his homework, it was more reckless than malicious. After all, he seemed unwilling and disdainful of discussing others behind their backs. Most likely, in his view, the fact that Qiao Baiyu had died from illness would eventually spread from Sunyun to Huanzhou anyway, so after being “educated” by Li Fanghao and her refusal to write his homework, his revenge was casual and self-justified.

She thought again about how Mingsheng had covered himself up when they first met. Just to avoid being recognized by neighbors, right? Or maybe to look cool. He was someone without secrets, right?

As her thoughts wandered, Qiao Qingyu caught herself and muttered a self-rebuke. What was the point of speculating about him so much?

After standing on the balcony for just a short while, her shoulders were dampened by the fine rain mist drifting in. Goosebumps rose on her arms, and her nose began to stuff up. The autumn chill was no joke, so Qiao Qingyu hugged herself and retreated inside.

While changing out of her nightgown, she glanced at the alarm clock on the bedside table—it was already ten. Strange, Li Fanghao hadn’t called to hurry her today.

Using the same excuse of researching at the library, this Sunday morning, after finishing brunch, Qiao Qingyu left the noodle shop. She had planned to investigate Anlin Cemetery, but the rain kept getting heavier with no sign of stopping. After spending some time in the school library, Qiao Qingyu returned to the empty classroom and carefully completed Mingsheng’s homework. When putting the black folder containing the homework on Mingsheng’s desk, she hesitated, abandoning the idea of returning the phone at the same time.

Better return it to him tomorrow, Qiao Qingyu thought. Seeing my burned hand, he probably won’t object to me stopping writing his homework.

It was four in the afternoon when she returned home, and it was still raining. The house was even darker than in the morning, with someone sitting motionless on the sofa.

“Mom?”

No answer. Li Fanghao’s face was frighteningly dark.

“Mom, you came home to rest?”

“Where did you go?”

“To school,” Qiao Qingyu carefully watched Li Fanghao’s profile, “Had to research for English composition, needed the internet…”

“Come here.”

The emotionless tone terrified Qiao Qingyu into holding her breath. She took off her backpack and fearfully walked toward Li Fanghao sitting on the sofa.

“Sit.”

Li Fanghao pointed to the small stool beside the sofa. Qiao Qingyu obediently sat down, looking up at her mother, extremely uneasy.

“Tell me,” Li Fanghao’s chest heaved violently once, “When did you learn to lie?”



Chapter 12: The Gold Bracelet
Qiao Qingyu had seen Li Fanghao angry before, but her mother now seemed like a stranger. Two deep tear troughs crawled up her face with alarming speed, her entire face as pale as if doused with lime. Before her eyes, Li Fanghao aged visibly.

“Mom…”

“Where did you learn this?” Li Fanghao’s eyes were devoid of light, her voice so cold it seemed to freeze the air. “Huh?”

Qiao Qingyu stood dumbfounded.

“Bring me your schoolbag.”

Qiao Qingyu’s expression changed slightly. “Mom, what’s wrong?”

“Feeling guilty?” Li Fanghao suddenly turned to her, her gaze sharp as a knife. “Bring it here.”

The N95 was lying in the hidden pocket at the bottom of the schoolbag, impossible to find with a casual search. But Li Fanghao was determined to turn the bag inside out. Sure enough, a minute later, she pulled the phone from the hidden pocket.

“Where did you get this?”

“I found it,” Qiao Qingyu replied without batting an eye.

Li Fanghao snorted. “How much did you pay for it?”

“I found it in the school library, last week I…”

A sharp “crack” interrupted her words—Li Fanghao had risen and slapped her across the face.

“I’ll ask you one last time,” Li Fanghao stared at her intently. “How much did you pay for it, or who gave it to you?”

Her left cheek burned as if on fire. Qiao Qingyu bit her lip, forcing back tears. “I found it in the school library.”

“If you found it at school, then it belongs to a student or teacher,” Li Fanghao nodded. “Tomorrow I’ll go to school and ask who lost their phone.”

It wasn’t until the store closed that Qiao Qingyu learned why Li Fanghao had searched her bag—a gold bracelet was missing from the safe.

The bracelet had been an engagement gift from Qiao Lusheng to Li Fanghao.

Without a doubt, Qiao Jinyu had taken it, though he repeatedly denied it when questioned over the phone by Qiao Lusheng.

Meanwhile, Qiao Qingyu also refused to admit that she had instigated her brother’s misdeeds. Enraged, Li Fanghao raised her hand to slap her again, but Qiao Lusheng blocked it.

“Stop hitting her…”

“If I don’t, she’ll end up just like Xiaobai, you’ll see?” Li Fanghao screamed hysterically. “I regret it now—when Xiaobai misbehaved, I couldn’t bear to hit her. I should have hit her, hit her hard, hit her until she learned her lesson!”

As soon as she finished speaking, Li Fanghao crouched down and burst into loud sobs, forcefully pushing away Qiao Lusheng when he tried to comfort her. The two looked as if they were wrestling.

Frightened, Qiao Qingyu fled to her room. She had never seen her parents so out of control.

A vivid scene flashed through her mind—Li Fanghao rushing onto the school’s main platform during flag-raising. She did not doubt that Li Fanghao would bring the phone to school. Tomorrow would become her life’s nightmare.

Li Fanghao had confiscated the phone and would surely examine it thoroughly. Besides the profile photo Qiao Jinyu had secretly taken last night, there was nothing else to worry about—fortunately, she had been vigilant and habitually deleted messages and photos. Mingsheng’s homework was already completed, so he wouldn’t send any more messages. They had never spoken on the phone. There wasn’t a single contact in the address book.

In the photo Qiao Jinyu had snapped, her long hair was casually tucked behind her ears, her eyelashes casting arc-shaped shadows on her eyelids, her face translucent and soft in the warm yellow lamplight. Seeing herself like this for the first time, Qiao Qingyu found herself captivated by the serene detachment the photo conveyed—Qiao Jinyu had deliberately avoided the clutter on the desk, using the empty white wall as background, making the girl’s pure loneliness as evident as the moon in the night sky.

Lying in bed tossing and turning, occasionally touching the light green notebook under her pillow, Qiao Qingyu secretly anticipated Li Fanghao bursting into her room at any moment to demand who had taken the photo and where. She was prepared to confess everything. As consciousness grew fuzzy and she drifted into nothingness, she thought vaguely that she wouldn’t go to school tomorrow.

But things never went as she wished.

When the alarm went off, she reached out with closed eyes to find the clock, but unexpectedly touched another hand, startling her eyes wide open.

“Get up,” Li Fanghao said while turning off the alarm. “Mom will go to school with you today.”

By the time she finished washing up, Li Fanghao was already waiting by the door with her purse.

“We’ll buy two buns for breakfast on the way,” Li Fanghao watched Qiao Qingyu’s every move coldly. “Your father went to the sports school to find Xiaoyu.”

Following Li Fanghao down the stairs, Qiao Qingyu bit her lip and gently tugged at Li Fanghao’s clothes. “Mom, I didn’t take the gold bracelet.”

“You instigated Xiaoyu to take it.”

The light green notebook was in her school bag. It wasn’t fully light yet. A powerful force pushed Qiao Qingyu forward two steps to block Li Fanghao’s path—she felt that if she could explain everything, dawn would break.

“I did instigate Xiaoyu to search the safe,” Qiao Qingyu blurted out, “but not to steal from home.”

Li Fanghao’s gaze was sharp as a knife, as if she might cut Qiao Qingyu open the next second.

“I just wanted to know how sister died,” Qiao Qingyu said. “When sister died, did she have AIDS, and also…”

Through her schoolbag, her hand touched the hardcover of the notebook, but her words faltered. Across from her, Li Fanghao’s face suddenly turned deathly pale, the sharp look in her eyes disappeared, replaced by a lost yet forcibly composed expression that made Qiao Qingyu’s heartache.

“And what else?” Li Fanghao’s voice trembled slightly.

“And I thought Jinyu wanted to know the truth too,” Qiao Qingyu said softly, “that’s why I asked him to help.”

“What kind of sister are you?!” Li Fanghao berated her. “I know Xiaoyu—he’s always cheerful, not deep and scheming like you! You dragged him into this! I’m a mother to both of you! You think I don’t know?!”

As if struck hard several times, Qiao Qingyu’s scalp buzzed. Two young people hurried past, quickly glancing at the mother and daughter standing in the middle of the road. After they were gone, Li Fanghao grabbed Qiao Qingyu’s wrist. “Come on, let’s go home first!”

Qiao Qingyu had never known her mother’s grip could be so strong, her pace so quick. Though she didn’t resist, she was still essentially dragged into the house.

“Don’t think I don’t know what you’re thinking,” Li Fanghao slammed the door shut and turned to yell at Qiao Qingyu. “You think those little schemes of yours can fool me? I noticed something was off with you long ago! Tell me, have you been thinking about that Mingsheng in your class all day, wanting to be friends with him?”

Qiao Qingyu was stunned. “Mom, what are you talking about…”

“That Mingsheng, I’ve already asked around about him from students who come to eat at our shop. He looks fine, grades are good, like a celebrity at school, especially popular with girls,” Li Fanghao continued. “Look at yourself, all absent-minded! Sending him messages as soon as school started—you’re a girl, how old are you? Have you no shame?”

This was absurd.

“That Mingsheng is just a good-for-nothing, a scoundrel! Throws money around, always fighting and causing trouble, don’t think I don’t know!” Li Fanghao roared. “If you make friends with that kind of worthless person, your life is over, I’m telling you!”

Qiao Qingyu was so angry she wanted to laugh.

“Tell me honestly, did you learn from that thug Mingsheng, corrupting your brother and stealing from home?”

To be honest, Qiao Qingyu didn’t think Mingsheng was the type to steal money from home. Of course, there was no point arguing this with Li Fanghao—explaining would only dirty herself, making it seem like she cared about clearing Mingsheng’s name. With her sister’s precedent, what Mom feared most was her getting involved in romance too early, Qiao Qingyu understood this.

“Speak up!!”

Li Fanghao’s voice was like thunder. Qiao Qingyu slowly spoke: “Mom, it’s not what you think. I have no feelings for Mingsheng.”

“Then why did you initiate sending him messages as soon as school started? Since when have you ever voluntarily spoken to a boy?”

It was for He Kai. Qiao Qingyu thought, realizing Li Fanghao’s intuition was accurate—she had done this because she had feelings for a boy.

“I didn’t think much of it then, Mom,” Qiao Qingyu said. “I could remember his number only because it was simple and easy to remember, it was unintentional.”

“Keep lying, let’s see how long you can keep it up!”

“Me asking Xiaoyu to open the safe has nothing to do with Mingsheng,” Qiao Qingyu looked into Li Fanghao’s angry eyes, and paused, her heart in her throat. “I wanted to find Dad’s lawsuit documents, or sister’s medical records, to know how sister passed away…”

“Everything was fine for two or three years, then suddenly this—you think I’ll believe your nonsense? Why didn’t you care before?”

“Because,” Qiao Qingyu opened her schoolbag, took out the light green notebook, and turned to the pages with Qiao Baiyu’s fragmented diary pasted in, “I found this at our old house.”

Li Fanghao snatched the notebook, held her breath as she looked for several seconds, and then suddenly leaned weakly against the wall.

For a moment Qiao Qingyu thought Li Fanghao was about to collapse—her lips were white, her face ashen, her hand clenched in a fist against her chest as she took large, rapid breaths. “Mom,” called the panicked and helpless Qiao Qingyu, “Mom, what’s wrong?”

Li Fanghao’s voice was barely a whisper: “Get me some water.”

When Qiao Qingyu returned from the kitchen with a cup, Li Fanghao had already gone back to the bedroom and was sitting slumped against the headboard. After taking two sips of the warm water, some color returned to her face, and she gestured with her chin for Qiao Qingyu to sit down.

“Where did you find this?”

The light green notebook was closed now, held tightly by Li Fanghao at her waist. Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt this would be the last time she’d see this notebook.

“During National Day when we went back home,” Qiao Qingyu answered, her gaze lingering on the notebook. “That, the crazy woman… Aunt Qin ran out and threw something down, it was their sister’s diary. Everything else was burned, just these few pages still…”

Her voice gradually faded as her gaze moved upward. Li Fanghao had her eyes tightly shut, two large teardrops sliding down that pale face, silent yet heart-wrenching. Qiao Qingyu was so frightened she dared not breathe.

After a while, Li Fanghao waved her hand: “I understand.”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu said carefully, “what sister wrote, it’s true, isn’t it?”

Seeing Li Fanghao’s unchanged expression, she composed herself and explained softly: “This is actually what’s been on my mind. Sister was so pitiful, I used to just blame her, but I didn’t know she had already…”

Qiao Qingyu stopped, observed Li Fanghao’s unchanging expression, and changed course: “Now I understand her, and regret not communicating more with her before. I never took her seriously… Outside, they spread all sorts of rumors about my sister’s death, I know not to listen to outsiders, but I didn’t dare ask you… I just want to know what happened to my sister, I don’t want to be indifferent like before…”

“Your sister is already dead,” Li Fanghao dimly interrupted Qiao Qingyu. “What good does knowing do?”

“I just, want to know the truth,” Qiao Qingyu bit her lip. “Mom, I’m grown up now, not a child anymore. You don’t need to hide family matters from me, I can help bear the burden with you…”

As she spoke, Li Fanghao’s eyes opened, her pupils devoid of light, showing a despair Qiao Qingyu had never seen before.

“Actually,” Qiao Qingyu probed, “sister died because she had AIDS and developed complications during appendicitis surgery, right?”

“What complications, what nonsense?” Li Fanghao demanded harshly. “Where did you read all these strange things?”

“I already know my sister died at Provincial First Hospital, not Weiai Hospital,” Qiao Qingyu steeled herself. “And, Dad didn’t win the lawsuit against Weiai Hospital.”

Li Fanghao’s pupils rapidly dilated, then transformed into a ball of fury directed at Qiao Qingyu: “You think you’re so capable now that you know these things? Your sister, no matter which hospital she died in, was just a liar! An ungrateful white-eyed wolf! Your father and I, which of you three children did we not give our all to? For your sister, how much effort did we spend? When she was here, didn’t we provide the best food and care every day? When did we ever shortchange her even a bit? With you two, I still occasionally say a word or two, but here? With that temper of hers, how dare I say anything to her? How did I treat her, and how did she treat me in return? She never let me see her diary, but gave it to a madwoman! She never considered me her mother at all!”

“Mom…”

“Don’t call me mom, I’m not your mom!” Li Fanghao screamed like a madwoman. “And you’re no better! Finding your sister’s things and hiding them, teaching your brother to do bad things, you think you’re so capable? How many more things are you hiding from me? Am I your mother, huh?!”

Qiao Qingyu was too shocked to speak.

“Fine, let’s say you’re telling the truth, that the gold bracelet was Xiaoyu’s idea and had nothing to do with you,” Li Fanghao changed tack. “Then what about this phone? Really found it? Such a coincidence that you found a new phone?!”

“I…”

“No need to explain, I can figure it out myself,” Li Fanghao stared at Qiao Qingyu, grinding her teeth. “I’m your mother! You can’t fool your mother, no way!”



Chapter 13: The Gift
When the bell rang for the third literature class, Qiao Qingyu didn’t know why she was still sitting in the classroom. She felt she could simply run away from home and never look back.

Li Fanghao appeared on campus after the flag-raising ceremony. Standing beneath the flagpole on the platform, Qiao Qingyu saw Li Fanghao’s distant figure checking in at the security office before quickly walking through the school gates. As Principal Huang took the stage for his weekly summary, she gazed at the neat sea of blackheads below, suddenly feeling the urge to leap forward into the crowd.

She imagined growing wings before hitting the ground, soaring higher amidst the crowd’s upturned faces and gasps, before dissolving into the dazzling sunlight, disappearing completely.

The autumn breeze caressed her cheeks like ribbons of silk. Qiao Qingyu came back to herself, tilted her face slightly upward, and focused intently on each breath she took.

No one knew her left wrist was burned. Nobody cared, and she kept it well hidden. After removing the white gloves from flag-raising, she used her thumb to hook the sleeve of her uniform, just enough to cover the reddened, injured skin. She discovered she was quite skilled at concealment—hiding wounds, ignoring the pain they brought as if nothing had ever happened.

Just like how her parents deliberately forgot her sister had ever existed.

When Sun Yinglong entered the classroom, he gave Qiao Qingyu a meaningful look, letting her know Li Fanghao hadn’t left. Anxiously enduring until class ended, Sun Yinglong set down his lecture notes and strode to her desk, asking with concern how her hand was.

“Oh,” Qiao Qingyu instinctively hid her left hand under the desk, avoiding curious glances from those who turned around, “much better, Teacher Sun.”

“Your mother told me everything,” Sun Yinglong nodded meaningfully. “After next period’s chemistry class, don’t go to lunch yet. Come to my office, your mother is waiting.”

“I understand.”

As soon as he left, Jiang Nian from nearby leaned over to ask what was wrong.

“Nothing serious,” Qiao Qingyu replied cautiously. “By the way, I need to see Teacher Sun at lunch, so I won’t be eating then. You should eat with the others.”

Jiang Nian flopped onto the desk, clearly confused and dissatisfied: “You’re upset because I’ve been too busy to eat with you lately?”

Qiao Qingyu hadn’t expected such directness from Jiang Nian. Touched and somewhat embarrassed, she lowered her head with a smile, gently reassuring Jiang Nian: “No, it has nothing to do with you. I know you’ve been busy.”

Jiang Nian’s eyes were full of concern: “I’m not ignoring you… if you want to talk, you can always call me, okay?”

A long-absent warmth welled up from deep within, catching in her throat. To prevent this powerful emotion from turning into hot tears, Qiao Qingyu let out a hearty laugh: “I know, don’t worry, I’m fine.”

“Wow,” Jiang Nian’s mouth fell open in surprise, “I wish I could give you a mirror—look, look how beautiful you are when you smile!”

The comment made Qiao Qingyu lower her head shyly, and when she raised it again, the smile had vanished.

“You should smile more, really,” Jiang Nian’s eyes were full of sincerity and encouragement. “Whatever it is, just laugh it off!”

Qiao Qingyu wished she could face everything with a smile, but that had always been just a wish. When she reached Teacher Sun’s office door after class and saw Li Fanghao’s ice-cold profile on the sofa, all hope and expectation vanished like soap bubbles floating in the air—gone in the blink of an eye.

“Come in, Qiao Qingyu,” Sun Yinglong beckoned to her standing in the doorway, his tone gentle. “Come in.”

Entering, Qiao Qingyu saw the brand new N95 sitting on Sun Yinglong’s desk right in front of him.

“I know everything,” Sun Yinglong said while glancing around. “I don’t like beating around the bush. There’s no one else in the office now, Qiao Qingyu. Come, explain to me properly where this phone came from… I’ve already discussed it with your mother—you just need to tell the truth. Once you explain, this matter will be over. Whether it came through proper or improper channels, there won’t be any consequences.”

After he finished speaking, silence fell. Li Fanghao held her head up, her gaze fixed intently on Qiao Qingyu’s face.

“There’s no one else here,” Sun Yinglong gave a dry laugh and repeated. “Your teacher and mother would never harm you. If it comes through proper channels, speaking up clears your name; if through improper channels, speaking up gives you a way out, a chance. Keeping it hidden, letting others guess, does you no good.”

Li Fanghao gave a short nod beside him.

“I’ve told your mother that at school, you’ve never really integrated into the group. You’re always alone, isolated, helpless. Your mother was crying earlier, she’s worried about you,” Sun Yinglong said softly. “She’s afraid you’re closing yourself off, heading down the wrong path…”

“Qingqing,” Li Fanghao suddenly spoke up, “your father went to the sports school this morning to find Xiaoyu and got the gold bracelet back. The other day when I was angry, I hit you—that was wrong of me. Your face hurts, but Mother’s heart hurts here!”

Seeing her clutch her chest emotionally, voice breaking with tears, Qiao Qingyu grew even calmer. That harsh slap, delivered without distinguishing right from wrong—she would never forget it. Honestly, she would prefer if Li Fanghao remained harsh rather than joining forces with the teacher to show weakness. To slap someone and then claim to be the injured party—in her mother’s eyes, she was always in the wrong.

“I just discussed this with your mother. The phone and the bracelet are two separate matters that happened to occur at the same time,” Sun Yinglong said. “Regarding the bracelet, your brother has admitted it was a moment of poor judgment on his part, but he’s returned it so that matter is settled. As for the phone, only you can explain that clearly.”

“I found the phone,” Qiao Qingyu spoke up. “I found it in the school library.”

Sun Yinglong smiled disbelievingly: “This…”

“Who took the photo?” Li Fanghao suddenly resumed her usual severity. “Weren’t you supposed to have no friends? Who helped you take it, and where?”

“Xiaoyu took it for me, at home,” Qiao Qingyu remained composed. “You can check the photo’s timestamp—it was Saturday night.”

“I asked earlier, and Xiaoyu said he never saw any phone!” Li Fanghao’s voice rose.

Qiao Qingyu laughed bitterly inside—that Qiao Jinyu had kept her instructions in mind. But—she wanted to demand of Li Fanghao—but Mom, why do you believe my brother and not me?

“What exactly is going on?!” Li Fanghao suddenly stood up. “Teacher Sun, you see? This child has been telling nothing but lies lately as if possessed by something. She used to be so sensible…”

“Qiao Qingyu,” Sun Yinglong’s expression grew more serious, “not explaining clearly will only make your mother more anxious. This isn’t such a big matter—it can be cleared up in just a few sentences, right?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded: “Right.”

“Then speak.”

Before speaking, Qiao Qingyu took a slow breath: “I asked Qiao Jinyu to take the photo in the phone, and forced him not to tell anyone I had a phone. I found the phone last Tuesday in the school library.”

Hearing this, the familiar fire blazed in Li Fanghao’s eyes. She was about to explode, but Sun Yinglong beat her to it: “So you were planning to keep the phone for yourself, not return it?”

There was no response from Qiao Qingyu for a long while. Li Fanghao shouted: “The teacher asked you a question, answer!”

“I’m not that kind of person,” Qiao Qingyu raised her eyes to look at the scrutinizing faces before her, her voice trembling slightly. “Whether you believe me or not, I was definitely going to return the phone.”

After hurriedly finishing lunch in the cafeteria, Qiao Qingyu took Li Fanghao on a tour of the campus. When they reached the garden beside the auditorium, Li Fanghao pulled her to sit down.

Jiang Nian’s voice came over the school broadcast system—a lost and found announcement. Li Fanghao perked up her ears, and after verifying that the brand, model, and pristine condition of the phone matched exactly, she turned her head, grabbed Qiao Qingyu’s injured left hand, and let out a long sigh.

“Qingqing, your father and I just run a small noodle shop. No matter how hard we work every day, we only earn so much. We can’t afford to give you all the nice things… Huanzhou is much bigger than Shunyun, there must be many wealthy students at the school. When others have nice things, we shouldn’t be envious, and shouldn’t try to compete with others. Being true to yourself, staying grounded and honest—that’s what’s most important…”

Qiao Qingyu turned her head away, her gaze losing focus on a bright green holly bush. Students passed by in twos and threes along the path in front of the bench, while Li Fanghao’s endless chatter made her want to sink into the ground.

“Good afternoon, students. We have a lost and found announcement. Last Tuesday, a student found a black Nokia N95 phone in the library reading room. The phone number is…”

As the broadcast played for the second time, Qiao Qingyu realized she and Li Fanghao had been sitting on the bench for ten minutes. There was still half an hour until afternoon classes, and in ten minutes the lost and found announcement would play for the third time. Glancing back at Li Fanghao, she saw her mother’s mouth still moving, with clearly no intention of leaving.

“…Mom being strict with you isn’t mistreating you, it’s a genuine concern. At your age, if there’s even a slight…”

The same few sentences over and over.

“Don’t you agree?”

“Mm.” Qiao Qingyu nodded, stealing another glance at Li Fanghao when her heart suddenly stopped.

Mingsheng, Ye Zilin, and Chen Yuqian were standing motionless not far behind Li Fanghao.

When she had firmly declared to Teacher Sun that she had “found” the phone, Qiao Qingyu had imagined the consequences. It was already fortunate that Li Fanghao had chosen to use the school broadcast system rather than searching for the phone’s owner during assembly. She didn’t think Mingsheng would come forward to claim it—the memory of Li Fanghao’s harsh “lecture” over the phone at the start of the term must have left a deep impression on him. Surely someone as clever and proud as him would keep his distance from “that kind of mother” waiting to ambush him, avoiding even a speck of dust that might tarnish his pristine reputation.

Yet in her peripheral vision, the three were approaching them.

Her left hand’s fingers curled slightly with tension as Qiao Qingyu returned her gaze to the silent holly bush ahead.

“Ah, this hand will take some time to heal,” Li Fanghao lowered her head to stroke the back of Qiao Qingyu’s left hand. “Fortunately it’s not too cold now. Don’t cover it with your sleeve, leaving it exposed will help it heal faster, understand?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded. Why hadn’t they passed by yet?

“If it leaves a scar it won’t look good… Girls shouldn’t be vain, but taking care of yourself is still important, after all, you have a long life ahead…”

While Li Fanghao was looking down and sighing, Qiao Qingyu gathered her courage to turn her head slightly, only to have her furtive glance unexpectedly meet Mingsheng’s bright eyes looking at her. Her mind exploded with noise, and she quickly withdrew her gaze back to the steadfast holly bush.

No wonder they were walking slowly—Mingsheng’s twisted foot hadn’t healed yet.

Seconds later, Qiao Qingyu realized she’d been trying to calm her earthquake-like heartbeat. She tried to think, but her thoughts kept drifting to Mingsheng’s limping gait. Because of his foot injury, he’d been staying in the classroom most of the time lately, usually napping on his desk during lunch—why had he come out today?

Recalling how they had stood there looking down at her and Li Fanghao with such interest, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but think they had come deliberately, targeting her.

There was no need to guess what would happen—it would surely be some form of humiliation, a joke at her expense.

Li Fanghao sat half-turned toward Qiao Qingyu, still with head lowered, completely unaware that behind her, barely two meters away on the path, Mingsheng and the others had reached her shadow. Qiao Qingyu’s gaze shifted over, just in time to witness Mingsheng raise his injured foot and slowly, forcefully, precisely step on the head of Li Fanghao’s shadow.

Suddenly Qiao Qingyu understood: Mingsheng’s target wasn’t her, but Li Fanghao.

Of course, he wanted revenge. That phone call days ago had been a great humiliation for him; he needed to clear his name—as if he would ever be interested in her annoying, boring daughter. As if he would want any connection with their pathetic family. What did it matter if Li Fanghao was a parent? Being intimidated by her was out of the question.

Defeating Li Fanghao would be simple, not even requiring confrontation—just mentioning Qiao Baiyu as they passed by would do it. First, have Ye Zilin praise Qiao Baiyu’s appearance with endless wonderful words, then have Chen Yuqian condemn her behavior in extremely vulgar terms, and finally, he would conclude with false sympathy: it was all because her parents didn’t want her. Yes, a few sentences would be enough to destroy Li Fanghao.

Two seconds later, Mingsheng lifted his other foot. Qiao Qingyu raised her eyes, held her breath, and looked directly into his pitch-black eyes.

“Please don’t,” she screamed internally, “spare my mother.”

His bright black eyes grew deep, like a bottomless pool of clear water.

Qiao Qingyu wanted to shake her head but quickly suppressed the urge—she didn’t want to appear too pitiful. She lowered her eyes, pretending to ignore them, while Li Fanghao finally noticed their presence and turned to look Mingsheng over several times.

“I prefer those who are fair-skinned but mature,” Ye Zilin’s ethereal voice made Qiao Qingyu’s heart leap to her throat, “looking delicate yet pure, like that one in Jiangbin New District…”

“I’m skipping PE this afternoon,” Mingsheng cut off Chen Yuqian without ceremony. “You two come to find me in the art room after school.”

Chen Yuqian shot a glance at Qiao Qingyu, exchanging bewildered looks with Ye Zilin. Before they could react, Mingsheng added, “Ye Zilin, stop bringing Su Tian along, for fuck’s sake.”

“Oh, oh okay,” Ye Zilin hurriedly agreed, keeping pace with Mingsheng who had suddenly quickened his steps. “But, it’s just that she keeps asking me where you are when she can’t find you, isn’t she learning painting from you…”

“She. Is. Noisy,” Mingsheng was irritated. “There’s nowhere in this school where I can just be quiet…”

The three gradually moved away, following the path around a bend before disappearing behind a small snow cedar. The air grew quiet, and Qiao Qingyu remained rigid, slightly dazed by her own pounding heart.

He had spared them.

“The one in the middle was Mingsheng?”

Li Fanghao stared at her, eyes sharp as knife points.

Qiao Qingyu responded sluggishly: “Yes.”

“Stay-away-from-him.”

The command was like a threat. Qiao Qingyu knew she had to respond immediately, without showing any displeasure, and she did exactly that.

“I know,” she avoided Li Fanghao’s gaze. “Don’t worry, Mom.”

The third afternoon period was PE class, and Qiao Qingyu was excused due to her injured hand. Before the bell rang, Jiang Nian approached her desk and mysteriously slipped a flat small box into it.

“Someone came earlier to claim the phone you found,” she deliberately lowered her voice. “She didn’t ask who found it, just asked me to give this to the honest student who found it, said it’s a thank-you gift.”

Qiao Qingyu was surprised and tried to refuse: “No, I don’t want any gift…”

“Oh, just take it,” Jiang Nian leaned in closer, smiling more mysteriously. “I’d like to tell you who claimed the phone, but that perfect owner won’t let me say! How can I not listen to her words?”

Then she rolled her eyes meaningfully and winked playfully: “That’s all I can reveal, but make sure you keep the gift safe. They say the owner rarely gives gifts to others—usually, people are fighting to give gifts to her. You’re really lucky.”

After everyone had gone to the playground, Qiao Qingyu pulled out the box. It was made of kraft paper, light brown, with the opening carefully sealed with transparent tape. It felt extremely light in her hand, as if empty—what game was Mingsheng playing?

After looking around to confirm no one else was in the classroom, Qiao Qingyu carefully began peeling off the tape.

Inside was a tightly folded white envelope pressed against the box. Suddenly Qiao Qingyu became extremely flustered—he hadn’t written a thank-you note, had he?

The silence in the air pressed down on her, and her pulse reached its peak as she carefully used her pinky to work out the envelope. Finally managing to pull up one corner, Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath and yanked out the envelope, spreading it open.

What caught her eye was “Qiao Qingyu” written in large characters in the center, crooked as if written by a child just learning to write; in the bottom right was the familiar light blue circular school emblem, with “Shunyun First Middle School” printed below it in neat regular script.

At the sender’s line, Qiao Qingyu saw the equally clumsy characters spelling “He Kai.”

So he was just returning Senior He Kai’s letter to me. Qiao Qingyu thought, feeling inexplicably disappointed, then deeply ashamed—of her earlier panic.

She picked up He Kai’s letter, about to tear it open when suddenly she heard a scraping sound from the back door of the classroom.

Looking back, she saw Mingsheng enter, pull out his chair, and plop down to face her with casual abandon.



Chapter 14: Edge of the Blade
Qiao Qingyu spun around quickly. In the too-quiet classroom, every tiny sound was magnified. The sharp noise of tearing open the envelope and ripping paper pierced the air—Qiao Qingyu’s scalp tingled, knowing Ming Sheng was staring at her every move from behind.

To prevent making any more noise, she pulled out the snow-white letter paper with painstaking slowness and extreme care.

“Hey,” Ming Sheng suddenly spoke, making no effort to hide his displeasure, “aren’t you going to explain?”

Qiao Qingyu stopped unfolding the letter. Images flashed through her mind like a fast-forwarding film: the fire at the old house in Nanqiao Village, Qiao Baiyu’s diary burning in the flames, scalding hot water in the darkness, the heavy tears on Li Fanghao’s face… How could she possibly explain any of this?

“Did you hear me,” Ming Sheng’s voice carried a note of anger, “Qiao Qingyu?”

“I heard you,” Qiao Qingyu turned her head slightly, “I can’t explain, and besides, it’s none of your business.”

She added: “My hand is injured, so I can’t help you with homework anymore.”

The sound of a chair moving—Ming Sheng had stood up. Qiao Qingyu wanted to look back but didn’t dare. Before she could react, Ming Sheng had appeared in front of her, striding over to sit in the chair directly ahead.

“Looks serious.”

Qiao Qingyu hurriedly lowered her left hand, immediately regretting this panicked movement.

“A burn?”

“I told you it’s none of your business,” Qiao Qingyu said, her right thumb unconsciously rubbing He Kai’s envelope. “As you can see, I really can’t help you with homework anymore.”

Ming Sheng suddenly leaned closer, his gaze fixed directly on Qiao Qingyu’s face: “Why won’t you look at me? Are you afraid of me?”

Qiao Qingyu frowned and lifted her eyes: “No.”

She was certainly familiar with Ming Sheng’s appearance, but facing this handsome face without warning, and at such close range—barely half a meter away—she couldn’t help but be startled. Describing him as breathtakingly beautiful wouldn’t be an exaggeration. His noble nose bridge commanded presence, and beneath long lashes, his clear black-and-white eyes were both pure and profound. His thick eyebrows appeared delicate at first glance but slightly messy upon closer inspection, perfectly expressing an untameable quality. His short, slightly disheveled hair looked as if it had never received proper attention, with several rebellious strands breaking ranks, melting into the slanting sunlight. He was glowing, platinum-like.

“Your injury is on your left wrist,” Ming Sheng said casually, “which means you can still help me with homework.”

Qiao Qingyu paused slightly, then responded with another “No.”

“I’ve met all your conditions,” Ming Sheng said, placing the black N95 mask on the desk, “I gave back your letter, and you can keep using the phone.”

“I don’t have enough time or money to help you with homework,” Qiao Qingyu said directly. “If my mom discovered the phone once, she’ll discover it again. I really can’t do this anymore.”

“If your mom is so omniscient,” Ming Sheng glanced at the envelope on the desk, his tone dismissive, “then how dare you exchange letters with that coward He Kai? You definitely won’t throw away his letters and you’ll write back to him, right?”

Qiao Qingyu found herself unable to refute.

“Instead of spending time on that, you might as well help me with homework,” Ming Sheng said lightly. “Just use your phone, I’ll help you with the phone bills.”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Not only were these two things completely incomparable, but her own phone wasn’t much better than a basic model—you couldn’t even see faces clearly in photos, making it impossible to communicate about homework through picture messages. However, Ming Sheng probably hadn’t anticipated her phone being so poor.

“As for whatever bad things you did with my phone over the weekend that made your mom chase you to school,” Ming Sheng continued, “I won’t pursue that matter.”

Without realizing it, Qiao Qingyu had regained her composure and was thinking.

“Well?”

“You hate doing homework, don’t you?”

“Who likes doing homework,” Ming Sheng slightly furrowed his brows, “but I don’t have time.”

“Busy playing basketball?”

Ming Sheng’s expression changed, showing surprise and what seemed like suppressed laughter: “You think I can’t prioritize?”

“Then why don’t you have time?”

“Exams,” Ming Sheng stared at Qiao Qingyu, “SAT.”

Qiao Qingyu clearly didn’t understand, but Ming Sheng didn’t give her a chance to ask more.

“Anyway, I’m much busier than you think,” he leaned back against the desk behind him, crossing his hands behind his head and lifting his chin, looking down at her, “especially these six months. If you can help me, this phone is yours, and I’ll pay for the bills.”

“I don’t want the phone,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, speaking clearly and meeting Ming Sheng’s eyes without fear, “Homework takes more time than writing letters, but if you promise me one thing, I can help you long-term.”

Ming Sheng maintained his lordly posture: “Say it.”

“I know your father is the director of Provincial First Hospital,” Qiao Qingyu unconsciously sat up straighter, “and my sister Qiao Baiyu passed away there three years ago. If you can help me find out exactly how she died, I’ll help you with homework forever, without any complaints.”

After speaking, she carefully studied Ming Sheng’s expression. He remained unmoved at first, then after a few seconds, as if suddenly processing what she’d said, he let out a contemptuous “heh.”

“I don’t talk to my father,” his tone was cold as he stood up, his tall, lean figure perfectly blocking the slanting sunlight from the window, casting a shadow across Qiao Qingyu’s desk, “Let’s just stay out of each other’s business, Qiao Qingyu.”

After learning from Sun Yinglong that the phone had been claimed by a third-year student named Wang Mumu, Li Fanghao accepted that Qiao Qingyu hadn’t lied and stopped mentioning the matter. Both the phone and gold bracelet incidents were considered settled, and along with them, Qiao Baiyu’s incomplete diary was confiscated. Several days later, while helping at the noodle shop after school, Qiao Qingyu glanced back at Li Fanghao’s busy figure moving in and out of the kitchen, suddenly feeling as if everything had been a dream.

If not for the injury on her wrist, everything that had happened would have vanished like the steam from the large aluminum pot of white porridge at the shop’s entrance.

Qiao Qingyu was extremely dissatisfied with her parents’ self-deceptive way of forgetting all “bad” things. However, when Qiao Jinyu returned home for the weekend, Qiao Qingyu realized she wasn’t much better than her parents.

“Sis, just tell me honestly,” Qiao Jinyu pestered Qiao Qingyu, “who lent you the phone? I definitely won’t tell anyone.”

“Thanks for keeping the phone secret with your tight lips, but you don’t need to know more,” Qiao Qingyu said firmly, “knowing won’t mean anything.”

These words seemed to have been prepared in her mind, flowing out without thought. After speaking, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but think that perhaps her parents’ concealment of Qiao Baiyu’s cause of death was also because they felt revealing the truth would be meaningless.

After all, Qiao Baiyu would never come back.

Qiao Qingyu had almost believed her parents would eventually truly forget about Qiao Baiyu that weekend when the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop closed for the second time in a week, this time formally posting the reason as “family matters” on the rolling door.

It wasn’t until they were about to leave that Qiao Qingyu learned their destination was Anling Garden.

It was Qiao Baiyu’s twenty-third death anniversary, on this clear autumn day.

After getting off the bus and climbing up the hillside steps, even the usually lively and casual Qiao Jinyu became quiet and composed. Anling Garden was Huan City’s most scenic cemetery, backed by North Mountain and facing Clear Lake, with higher tombstones offering a complete view of Huan City across the lake. After entering the cemetery, the family followed Qiao Lusheng’s lead up the stone steps in the middle of the burial ground. Near the top, Qiao Lusheng turned left and stopped at a white tombstone close to the steps.

Qiao Qingyu followed closely behind Qiao Lusheng, her eyes drawn to the photo in the center of the tombstone before her feet even stopped moving.

It was a black and white photograph she had never seen before, slightly faded, showing Qiao Baiyu with a bare face, bright eyes, and white teeth, radiantly beautiful. All four of them lit incense and bowed, and finally, Qiao Qingyu bent down, leaned close, and carefully wiped away the dust on the photo with her sleeve.

Standing up, she discovered Li Fanghao silently watching her dust-wiping motion from behind. As if afraid to meet Qiao Qingyu’s eyes, when Qiao Qingyu turned around, Li Fanghao quickly instructed Qiao Jinyu to take out their things.

Meanwhile, Qiao Lusheng had already lit a stack of red and green joss paper. Qiao Jinyu put down his bag on the ground, bent over to take out the items inside, and handed them one by one to Qiao Lusheng.

Several well-made pleated paper dresses, a cardboard pasted luxury house, and—Qiao Qingyu’s eyes widened in surprise—the pages torn from the light green notebook containing the incomplete diary.

Qiao Jinyu was also stunned but still handed the papers to Qiao Lusheng.

Before her eyes, Qiao Qingyu watched as those pages were wrapped in a burning light pink dress hem, transformed into brilliantly dancing sparks, and quickly turned to ashes. Qiao Lusheng began tidying up the paper ashes on the ground, and Qiao Qingyu stared blankly at his movements, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.

Beside her, Li Fanghao began to sob: “Baiyu, you foolish child, why won’t you visit mom in her dreams, why do you still refuse to tell mom anything…”

A suffocating gloom pressed down heavily. Qiao Qingyu turned around, facing away from the tombstone, taking deep breaths.

The sky was a pure, transparent blue, Clear Lake seemed sprinkled with crushed silver, and the rows of glass skyscrapers on the opposite shore gleamed clearly—this must be the dreamlike Huan City that Qiao Baiyu had spoken of.

Before descending the mountain, Qiao Lusheng pulled the siblings aside and said seriously: “Your sister liked grand places, scenic places, but your grandparents believe fallen leaves must return to their roots… Mom and Dad made our own decision to buy your sister a place she would like, but as for your grandparents’ side, let Mom and Dad handle it in the future, you must not say anything out of turn.”

It seemed more like a reminder than an explanation.

“Then is sister’s…” Qiao Qingyu boldly asked, “body buried in our hometown or here?”

“Hometown,” Li Fanghao suddenly interjected from behind, sounding as if she had recovered from her grief, “this place is just a spot we bought for your sister, to give your father and me peace of mind.”

She answered too quickly, making Qiao Qingyu doubt her words.

“Mom, Dad,” Qiao Qingyu’s gaze returned to Qiao Baiyu’s photo, “thank you, sister must really love it here.”

After the memorial, the family collected themselves and their belongings. As they slowly walked out of the cemetery, they passed a young man carrying a backpack and holding a large bunch of white roses. As if deliberately avoiding them, he quickened his pace and lowered his head while passing Qiao Qingyu’s family.

Li Fanghao suddenly stopped in her tracks, and after a few seconds, she slapped her forehead and turned to shout: “He Feihai!”

The young man stopped too, turned around, and revealed a shy smile.

“I knew that face looked familiar,” Li Fanghao smiled, “You were in Class 1, Grade 2 at Lifang Central School, wasn’t I right?”

Unable to resist Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao’s enthusiastic invitation, He Feihai, after returning from Qiao Baiyu’s grave, squeezed into their taxi and came to Chaoyang New Village. The house had never been used for entertaining, but now they treated him like an honored guest. Shortly after arriving home, Li Fanghao assigned tasks to everyone: Qiao Lusheng would buy vegetables, Qiao Jinyu would buy fruit, and Qiao Qingyu was to get utensils and seasonings from the shop.

Carrying a backpack full of white porcelain bowls and plates, when Qiao Qingyu returned to the second floor of Building 39, she deliberately lightened her steps and silently moved to the door on the third floor.

“So you used to play with Jinrui too,” Li Fanghao sighed inside, “Baiyu never told me about this. This child didn’t treat me like a mother, she’d tell others all sorts of things but never tell me.”

“She wasn’t good at expressing herself,” He Feihai sounded a bit embarrassed, “Unlike how she appeared, she had very high emotional walls…”

“Anyway, I was useless in her eyes as a mother,” Li Fanghao let out a long sigh, “How did you find this place? Did Jinrui tell you?”

“Oh,” He Feihai seemed to suddenly come to his senses, “Yes, Brother Jinrui told me.”

“Here, have some water,” Li Fanghao forced a few laughs, “You’re truly loyal. Coming especially to see Baiyu, ‘s blessing, but unfortunately, her fate was thin, she couldn’t enjoy this blessing…”

Heavy footsteps came from downstairs, probably Qiao Lusheng returning. Qiao Qingyu immediately stood straight and knocked on the door.

She entered first, with Qiao Lusheng following right behind. Li Fanghao put on an apron and went to the kitchen, shooing Qiao Qingyu to her room to do homework, while Qiao Lusheng sat on the sofa, the conversation turning to casual small talk. In her room, Qiao Qingyu listened intently for a while until the sudden television news interrupted, and she gave up eavesdropping.

At least she now knew that Qiao Jinrui also knew about Anling Garden.

During dinner, Qiao Qingyu carefully observed He Feihai and discovered that under his fierce eyebrows lay a pair of gentle, kind eyes. Through the adults’ conversation, she learned that He Feihai came from a poor family but had always excelled in school. Three years ago, he had entered Peking University with the highest score in Xunyun City and now had secured a fully-funded overseas education spot to attend a prestigious American university for graduate school next year. He dressed simply and looked plain, basically answering Li Fanghao or Qiao Lusheng’s questions one by one, appearing wooden and somewhat slow, yet emanating a powerful sense of stability and security.

Qiao Qingyu thought her sister must have trusted him deeply, which meant he must know quite a bit about her sister’s affairs.

But she had no chance to talk with He Feihai alone.

After sitting at home for several hours, when He Feihai stood up to leave, Qiao Qingyu voluntarily helped him get his coat from the wall.

“Thank you, little sister.” He Feihai smiled. This was the first time today he had looked directly into Qiao Qingyu’s eyes.

Qiao Qingyu’s heart was racing—while getting his coat, she had slipped a piece of paper with her QQ number into his coat pocket.

On Sunday, the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop operated as usual, with Li Fanghao and Qiao Lusheng spinning like tops again. After helping in the shop for a while in the morning, Qiao Qingyu said she wanted to go to the school library to look up information, but Li Fanghao forbade it.

Qiao Qingyu understood that Li Fanghao’s trust in her was like a paper cut by a knife—it could never return to its original state.

Faced with Li Fanghao’s decisiveness, she didn’t insist further but instead returned to her lightless room. Turning on the desk lamp, she found the light green notebook had somehow returned to her desk, lying quietly next to her English textbook. When she picked it up and opened it, the middle pages had been torn out, leaving it empty, as if its heart had been removed.

Throwing the notebook aside, Qiao Qingyu fell straight back onto her bed.

“It’s okay,” she stared at the ceiling, as if looking at Qiao Baiyu’s flawless face, “I’ll remember forever.”

To avoid missing He Feihai’s friend request, after lunch on Monday, Qiao Qingyu found a computer in the school library and accepted almost all recent QQ friend requests. She counted as she clicked accept: twenty-eight.

It was more than she had imagined, but she didn’t think much of it.

Suddenly the little penguin in the bottom right of the screen kept flashing. Most were bored and lonely boys, opening with frivolous compliments. Qiao Qingyu generally didn’t reply, and when things seemed off, she simply deleted them. After doing this for a while, in a newly popped-up chat window, a strange account with a yellow-haired avatar immediately called out Qiao Qingyu’s name.

“Who are you?” Qiao Qingyu typed her first reply.

“Who cares who I am, who do you think you are, adding then deleting people, acting all pure!” came the response.

How did he know she had deleted people? Qiao Qingyu was a bit confused but didn’t want to investigate further, so she closed the chat window and skillfully deleted this complaining person.

Then she clicked on another flashing penguin, and another chat window popped up, this time with a purple-haired avatar wearing glasses, username “I Only Care About You.”

Looking somewhat proper, could it be He Feihai?

In the chat window, there was just a “hello?”

Qiao Qingyu replied with a “hi.”

“Qiao Qingyu from Huan Second Middle School, Class 5, Grade 2, Group 4, Row 4,” the other side sent, “Are you lonely?”

Not He Feihai. Qiao Qingyu suddenly understood why so many strange, vulgar men had added her—someone had given out her QQ number to them.

A group of good-for-nothing who knew each other.

She was about to repeat her earlier deletion operation, and had just moved the mouse when her eyes widened: three photos appeared rapidly in the chat window, two of her back view, one of her downturned face in profile. All scenes were in the classroom, and though obviously taken secretly, the images were very clear, especially the photo of her lowering her head to take a book—zoomed in, even her eyelashes in the shadows were distinct.

“Lonely heart with nowhere to go,” came another message, “Brother will take care of you, beautiful…”

A chill ran down her spine, and Qiao Qingyu’s entire body went rigid.

“Brother will wait for you at the school gate after class,” the other side continued, “don’t be afraid, just want to have a bowl of signature beef noodles at your place, be good.”

Fear enveloped her from head to toe.

“I used to care for your sister too,” they continued, “now it’s little sister’s turn, cutie.”

Her mind went blank, blindingly white.

After a long while, Qiao Qingyu realized that the silver-white gleam in her mind was the edge of a blade.



Chapter 15: Wounds
Breaking her usual routine, Qiao Qingyu entered the classroom through the back door after returning from the library. Today was the first day of the school’s sports meet and club exhibition, and most students were either at the playground or the square after lunch. Only a few people remained in the classroom, including Ming Sheng.

He had one knee propped against the desk edge, holding a thin English novel in one hand, his posture casual but deeply absorbed in reading.

Qiao Qingyu paused for two seconds behind him, then stopped again when passing Ye Zilin’s seat in the last row of the third group.

“It was right here,” she looked toward her seat, measuring in her mind, “from this angle.”

Ye Zilin, who had been chatting on his phone, suddenly spun around: “What the hell? Sneaking peeks?”

As he spoke, he flipped his silver phone face-down. Qiao Qingyu noticed the phone had a beautiful camera on its back, looking very much like a digital camera.

“Are you sick or something, creeping around like a ghost!” Ye Zilin cursed, “So gloomy, go get some sunshine!”

Ming Sheng glanced over in their direction. Qiao Qingyu didn’t linger any longer, stepping forward to return to her seat.

It must have been Ye Zilin who took those photos and sent them to his gang of friends. Which meant Ming Sheng probably knew too.

Her mind fell into chaos, her heart dropping like it had fallen into an ice hole, instantly cold. But what was there to be disappointed about—she mocked herself, hadn’t she seen clearly at the beginning of the semester? Ming Sheng was just an arrogant, vicious bastard who shouldn’t be crossed!

Taking out He Kai’s letter again, the three large characters “Qiao Qingyu” on the envelope looked somewhat sad. The content was fine though, printed in standard SimSun font, with clear paragraphs, like an exemplary composition published in a newspaper.

“Dear Classmate Qiao Qingyu, I hope this letter finds you well!”

Spreading out the letter, Qiao Qingyu read it again. The pressure and adjustments of senior year, the distant but precious dreams, and gratitude for everything and everyone around—this letter seemed less like it was written for her and more like He Kai’s personal monologue. Only the string of questions at the end reminded Qiao Qingyu that He Kai was expecting a reply.

Qiao Qingyu picked up her pen.

After writing “Your letter was both surprising and delightful,” she got stuck. Those questions like “How are you getting along with your new classmates” and “You must have dreams too, can you tell me about them”—she didn’t want to answer any of them. Yet she indeed had many emotions urgently needing expression, perhaps too many, blocking up at her pen tip.

After pondering for a long while, she squeezed out two perfunctory responses. He Kai’s letter was a perfect youth world, without mention of his pain from Ming Sheng’s bullying, nor any reference to Qiao Baiyu, who stuck to Qiao Qingyu like a label. As she wrote, Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized she didn’t recognize these casual, light-hearted sentences flowing from her pen, as if another person was writing the letter.

Thinking about it again, it made sense—how dare she plainly show her true self, torn by countless worries, to He Kai?

Having completed the task of replying, Qiao Qingyu let out a big sigh of relief. Next, she needed to go to the stationery store across from the school gate to buy an envelope and stamps, then walk to the intersection to slip the letter into the dark green mailbox.

Then she could go home. Three hours early, she definitely wouldn’t run into those thugs who claimed they would wait for her at the school gate.

She had also thought of an excuse for leaving early—she would say she had menstrual cramps. The sports meeting had nothing to do with her, Sun Yinglong had no reason not to let her leave.

Having planned everything, Qiao Qingyu stood up to pack her bag. The people in the classroom had disappeared at some point, the back door was wide open, and Ming Sheng’s desk and chair by the door were empty.

Something on Ye Zilin’s messy desk glinted faintly.

Peering over, Qiao Qingyu saw clearly—it was the phone he had been grinning at earlier.

From the roughhousing of the boys in the back row, she had heard that Ye Zilin had more than one phone. Supposedly because he had more than one girlfriend outside school, and to avoid sending messages to the wrong person, he simply used one phone number per girlfriend. Sometimes when he was too busy, he would delegate his phones to people around him, dictating while others typed for him. Once, Chen Shen was holding the phone and howling, drawing almost all the boys in class around him—a girlfriend several years older had, under Chen Shen’s deliberate provocation, sent a very revealing photo.

Qiao Qingyu, who had never paid attention to their roughhousing, was surprised to find she had unconsciously remembered so much.

Walking past Ye Zilin’s desk, Qiao Qingyu stopped again. The wide pencil case was open, the carelessly placed phone face-down, happening to press down on one side of the pencil case’s zipper. On the back of the phone, the small square lens cover was open, with a shiny ring above the cover—that was the round camera lens like a door’s peephole.

The English letters at the other end of the small green circle must be the phone brand. Leaning closer, Qiao Qingyu read clearly: Sony Ericsson.

“What are you looking at?”

Her heart skipped a beat, and she turned around in panic to see Ming Sheng leaning against the doorframe, his face full of suspicion.

How had he appeared so silently?

“Nothing.”

Like being caught doing something wrong, Qiao Qingyu’s face instantly burned red. She lowered her head, taking hurried small steps, quickly brushing past Ming Sheng’s scrutinizing gaze, and swiftly disappeared from his sight.

After successfully mailing the letter, Qiao Qingyu took the bus home but got off one stop early, turning into an inconspicuous internet café in a small alley.

Entering an internet café for the first time, she felt full of guilt, but she couldn’t worry about that now. Finding a hidden empty seat, she quickly typed in her QQ number and password on the greasy keyboard.

Friend requests were still pouring in continuously. This time, Qiao Qingyu was more careful—unless she thought it might be He Feihai, she clicked reject. After the penguin finally stopped jumping, she opened the chat window of “I Only Care About You” and, after some hesitation, sent a line:

“Ye Zilin didn’t just send my photos to you alone, did he?”

The avatar showed “Busy” status, with an automatic reply popping up. It was still early, so Qiao Qingyu waited. She searched for images of Sony Ericsson phones and quickly found the same model as Ye Zilin’s—it was this year’s new model with 8 million pixels for photos. Just then, the chat window suddenly turned yellow.

“He said you’re beautiful and lonely, need care, little beauty~”

The truth came out so easily. Qiao Qingyu gave a light laugh, her fingers hovering over the keyboard, quickly thinking.

“Don’t be scared, little sister, brother will take good care of you, why else would your sister be willing to drink with me before~” The other side started rambling, “Huan City is so big, with so many bad people, you’re new here and don’t know anyone, just like your sister before, how pitiful~ Brother hates seeing little girls looking so pitiful, be good, call me Big Brother, and Big Brother will cherish you…”

“Where did you drink with my sister before?” Qiao Qingyu replied, “How did you know her?”

“Your sister met thugs as soon as she went to school, and I was her hero! Little sister, isn’t brother very kind?”

So this man met Qiao Baiyu right when she started school, Qiao Qingyu thought. This man who called himself kind reminded her of a wolf in sheep’s clothing. And cheap, poorly made sheep’s clothing at that.

So, how long did their “friendship” last? Did this man on the other side of the screen know much about Qiao Baiyu’s life in Huan City?

“No friends, being mocked, feeling bitter inside, right?” the other side was still chattering, “Don’t worry, now you have a brother, though I, Black Brother, mostly hang around Jiangbin, I have plenty of friends on this side of the river too. If you have trouble, just call out, I’ll help! In a while, I’ll bring several people to the Second Middle School gate to back you up, after that, you can walk wherever you want in school!”

Qiao Qingyu typed “no need,” then thought better of it and deleted those two characters.

“These days there’s the school sports meet and club exhibition day, lots of teachers in the square, lots of parents coming and going at the school gate, too many people, not very convenient,” Qiao Qingyu typed out in a rush, “Can we meet after school on Friday instead?”

After sending it, the other side didn’t reply immediately. After hesitating for a moment, Qiao Qingyu added: “That day I won’t be in a hurry to get home.”

Quickly several smiling faces appeared in the chat window: “Little sister is so thoughtful! Okay, then we won’t come today.”

After getting rid of this “Black Brother,” Qiao Qingyu fell into deep thought. This delaying tactic couldn’t resolve her predicament, but deep inside, she seemed to be looking forward to meeting these people. For a moment she didn’t know what to do next, like being stuck between two huge rocks, unable to move.

Just then, the penguin in the bottom right corner turned into a flashing horn—someone else was adding her.

Numbly clicking the mouse, the requester’s avatar popped up, just the penguin itself. Scanning past the brief username after the avatar, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but sit up straight.

Cang Yi.

That is, Feihai and Baiyu.

Taking a deep breath, Qiao Qingyu clicked “Accept.”

“Hello, Qingyu,” the other side got straight to the point, “I’m He Feihai.”

After Qiao Qingyu replied with “Hello, Big Brother He,” the other side went quiet. Remembering his wooden yet reliable demeanor, Qiao Qingyu decided to take the initiative.

“I have something I want to ask you, is that okay?”

A reply came quickly: “Okay.”

The straightforward reply made Qiao Qingyu feel incredibly reassured, even moved. After pondering for a moment, she typed:

“Were you my sister’s good friend?”

After sending it, she put down her hands and waited. Soon, the other side sent a long message:

“I know your family is curious about my relationship with Baiyu. My special trip back to Huan City to visit her this weekend seems to be strong evidence of an unusual relationship between us. I could see that Uncle and Auntie were shy people, and because the past events were too painful, they deliberately avoided mentioning Baiyu’s existence while having me for dinner. I wanted to explain, but Uncle and Auntie’s smiles made me unable to speak… Now that you’ve asked, I’ll tell you honestly.”

The other side was still typing, and Qiao Qingyu held her breath waiting.

“In seventh and eighth grade, Qiao Baiyu and I were classmates for two years, but not in the same class. She was too dazzling, any movement could attract others’ attention, and I wasn’t immune to being attracted either. But at that time, I was half a head shorter than her, dusty and poor, with my family barely making ends meet. So, regarding her, I only watched silently from afar. You could say she initiated and completed all my beautiful imaginings about girls, but was I her friend? The answer is no.”

Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth in shock: “But didn’t you go out together with her and Brother Jinrui?”

“It wasn’t just the three of us going out, but many people together,” He Feihai explained, “My grandmother’s house is in Nanqiao Village, and my two older cousins know Jinrui. After the college entrance exam results came out, my brothers and sisters said they wanted to celebrate for me, called up a big group of friends to go play in Xunyun together, and that time included Brother Jinrui and Qiao Baiyu. At that time, I wanted to ask for her contact information, but couldn’t gather the courage. To be honest, she and I were just strangers.”

Reading word by word, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but feel deflated. This meant He Feihai knew absolutely nothing about Qiao Baiyu.

“I thought since you even knew sister was buried in Anling Garden, you must have been at least her friend.”

“During Spring Festival this year, I went to my grandmother’s house in Nanqiao Village and met Brother Jinrui. I don’t know how he could tell I was still thinking about Qiao Baiyu, but anyway, he took the initiative to tell me that Baiyu was actually in Anling Garden, told me to go visit her when I had time, and asked me to keep it secret, saying we had to hide it from the elderly in the family.”

“How did he know sister was in Anling Garden? Why doesn’t he come to see sister himself??” Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt anger rising, and accidentally typed an extra question mark, “Such an important matter, why didn’t my parents tell me and Jinyu?”

“I also found it strange at the time, because it felt too lonely leaving Qiao Baiyu alone on a mountain in Huan City. But this is your family’s private matter, and as an outsider, it wasn’t my place to interfere, so I didn’t ask more.”

Letting out a disappointed breath, Qiao Qingyu leaned back in her chair. For a moment, she couldn’t think of what else to say, and the other side remained silent too.

Just as she was about to close QQ, a message popped up in “Cang Yi’s” chat window, as if trying to comfort her: “Thinking about it later, your parents are the people who love Qiao Baiyu most in the world, they must have their reasons for doing this.”

Qiao Qingyu unconsciously shook her head.

“Your parents are too kind,” He Feihai continued, “They have it very hard, not telling you must have their own considerations, and it must be for your own good, you should be more understanding of them.”

Qiao Qingyu slowly exhaled, her eyes losing focus from excessive disappointment and sudden impatience. Finally, she leaned forward and started typing rapidly:

“So about my sister, apart from her appearance, you know nothing else, right? I thought you were different from other men! Didn’t expect you to be just as shallow!”

She paused, then continued typing:

“Put away your fake affection! You don’t truly care about her! You even said to yourself you’re an outsider, what right do you have to lecture me? Of course, I know my parents want what’s best for us, do I need you to tell me that? You selfish person who doesn’t care about others’ business!”

Without waiting for He Feihai’s response, she resolutely shut down the computer. Standing up, her chest first felt constricted, then as if cut by a knife, all her rage tore through the narrow wound, erupting forth.

She felt herself burning up—just like that mad woman.

Covered in wounds, but fearless.



Chapter 16: The Wolf’s Den
After classes ended on Friday, Qiao Qingyu slipped an art knife into her school uniform pocket, shouldered her backpack, and resolutely walked out of the academic building. Black Brother and his gang had already arrived. Half an hour earlier, Qiao Qingyu had received a text message from an unknown number claiming to be Black Brother, saying they were at the school gate.

Ten minutes ago, looking down the corridor toward the gate, she had indeed spotted several conspicuously dressed young men standing on the sidewalk opposite the security booth, like rocks splitting the stream of students flowing toward the bus stop.

Five minutes ago, Qiao Qingyu had texted Li Fanghao, telling her that there was a distinguished alumni speech at school tonight and she would stay to listen. She hadn’t completely lied—the speaking senior was called Ming Dai, reportedly Ming Sheng’s cousin. A considerable number of students had already gone to secure seats in the lecture hall, suggesting the speech was worth attending.

“Okay.” Li Fanghao’s simple two-character reply from three minutes ago had made Qiao Qingyu’s heart tighten. Usually, when she stayed late at school, Li Fanghao would always remind her to return home early, but not today. Walking down the stairs, Qiao Qingyu optimistically thought that perhaps her mother was just busy.

As she approached the school gate, her mind returned to the present predicament. Most students who planned to leave had already gone, and the group of young men huddled together, with one wearing a shiny black leather jacket and long hair constantly looking back toward the school gate. Qiao Qingyu maintained a steady pace, though her gaze hurriedly darted away when the man in the black jacket turned his head again—she was, after all, somewhat afraid.

Suddenly, she heard a hoarse, excited male voice: “Hey, beautiful!”

The man in the black jacket had recognized Qiao Qingyu.

As soon as she exited the school gate, the gang surrounded her.

“Qiao Qingyu, hey, you’re Qiao Qingyu, right?” The man in the black jacket drew closest, his yellow sweater underneath reeking of cigarette smoke. “I’m Black Brother!”

“Hi,” Qiao Qingyu gave a slight smile to the cramped features on his sallow face, “Black Brother.”

“Hey, don’t be nervous, I’m not here to hurt you,” Black Brother stared directly at Qiao Qingyu’s face, his eyes gleaming. “Studying is tiring, right? Come on, Big Brother will take you to the arcade to relax! Hey, you guys, back off a bit, don’t scare our little sister…”

There were five of them in total.

Not wanting to show her disgust, yet unwilling to let others think she was familiar with them, Qiao Qingyu felt as if an invisible hand was pushing her, her steps hurried yet hesitant. Soon they reached the intersection, and seeing Black Brother reach out to hail a taxi, Qiao Qingyu quickly spoke up: “Black Brother, the bubble tea across the street is delicious. Why don’t we go get some bubble tea?”

Black Brother squinted at the shop across the street, then turned back with an eager smile: “Whatever you say, whatever you say. Big brother will treat you to bubble tea first!”

The bubble tea shop was already small, and with school just letting out, three of the four tables were occupied. Qiao Qingyu was the first to get her drink and walked directly to the empty table in the furthest corner.

Black Brother followed closely behind her, smiling broadly, and darted in front of her to helpfully adjust her chair as they reached the table. Soon, the other young men joined them with their drinks, standing around like bodyguards, making the cramped space feel even more confined. In her peripheral vision, Qiao Qingyu noticed the students at the other three tables glancing their way before quickly getting up to leave.

This at least left them with plenty of seating.

Taking small sips of the rich bubble tea, looking past all the stares fixed on her, the school gate directly opposite gave Qiao Qingyu a bit more courage.

Don’t be nervous, this place is safe, she told herself. Just treat it like a negotiation.

“How about I call you Little Qiao?” Black Brother looked her up and down intently. “We used to call your sister Little Qiao too. You’re both beautiful.”

Qiao Qingyu quickly glanced at him before lowering her eyes to the table: “I’m not worthy of the comparison. My sister is much prettier than me.”

“Haha,” Black Brother gave a dry laugh, suddenly leaning in very close and speaking in an intimate tone, “If I say you’re worthy, then you’re worthy. Your sister was just pretty on the surface, but she had no brains. How could she compare to you? You’re so well-behaved and clever…”

“Did she make you unhappy?” Qiao Qingyu asked, unconsciously leaning back slightly, her body tensing. “Why do you say my sister has no brains?”

Black Brother snorted, narrowing his eyes as if remembering: “She did more than make me unhappy, she made a lot of people unhappy. Your sister, she was missing something up here.” He tapped his temple with his index finger, his words carrying an unexpected viciousness.

“Like a cat, she’d follow anyone who had food for her, impossible to keep,” Black Brother continued. “Made me worry for nothing, no loyalty.”

Then, as if changing masks, he put on a dreamy smile again: “I’m a generous person, and I don’t mind spending money on women, but the money spent should have some return, don’t you think?”

As he spoke, his hands moved closer. Qiao Qingyu quickly pulled her hands to her thighs in alarm.

“Don’t be scared, little sister. Brother saw you weren’t wearing much and wanted to help keep you warm…” Black Brother smiled lasciviously, his voice was as sticky as honey. “Brother likes you, like you from your photo, and seeing you in person makes me like you even more… Brother knows your life is hard, with no one to care for you. It breaks my brother’s heart. Stay with your brother, and not only will no one bully you at school, but even when you get out into society, your brother can still back you up… Whatever you need, just tell brother, and I’ll buy it for you…”

Under his leering gaze, Qiao Qingyu unconsciously slipped her hand into her pocket, secretly gripping the hard art knife.

“You like bubble tea, brother can have people deliver it to the school gate every day,” Black Brother said. “Think about how much face that would give you among your classmates! Brother can also buy you branded clothes, branded shoes, and during holidays, wherever you want to go, brother will take you…”

Seeing that he was just rambling and not making any further moves, Qiao Qingyu gradually regained her composure.

“But I don’t want a boyfriend.”

Black Brother laughed loudly: “I said you were innocent and naive! Brother knows you’re a good student, I won’t force you, just want to be good to you. Not a boyfriend, no, just a big brother who’s good to you. You can completely trust your big brother! When your hands are cold, brother will warm them up, when your body’s cold, brother will help keep you warm, that’s enough! Brother won’t do anything to you, it’s all for your good, don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid…”

“Were you this good to my sister too?” Qiao Qingyu asked. “Was it that you were very nice at first, but then you liked someone else and became mean to her?”

“Oh, look how clever this little sister is, asking roundabout questions about whether I’m faithful,” Black Brother laughed to the others, then turned back. “Brother won’t hide it from you, Little Qiao, it was your sister who didn’t want a brother! After not even two weeks, she ignored her brother and went off with another man!”

“Wasted so much money, didn’t even get a kiss,” someone on the side muttered while chewing on a straw.

“Ahem, ahem,” Black Brother coughed twice, sat up straight, and said seriously, “At that time, brother was just a small-timer, and didn’t have much money. These past couple of years, I’ve made quite a name for myself, so, Little Qiao sister, the Black Brother sitting in front of you now isn’t that poor guy from back then. My willingness to protect you is your good fortune.”

The others nodded in agreement.

“Then,” Qiao Qingyu thought quickly, “are you doing better than that person? The man who took my sister away?”

“He’s inside now,” Black Brother sneered. “That’s why I say your sister had no brains. That guy looked flashy, but everything he did was illegal! But me, Black Brother, I don’t do anything illegal!”

The others nodded in agreement.

“My Black Brother relies on personal charm,” Black Brother became smug. “Spend a few days with me, and you’ll know what personal charm means.”

“I think you’re indeed very understanding,” Qiao Qingyu looked into Black Brother’s eyes, trying to speak naturally. “Not the unreasonable person I imagined, that’s why you have so many loyal brothers.”

Black Brother gave a satisfied grunt.

“You liked my sister and were good to her without forcing her, I find that touching. Although my sister’s fickleness left you with regret, I believe she must have had a good impression of you, which is very important. Because if you had forced her, she would have told me, and I wouldn’t have agreed to meet you.”

Black Brother hadn’t expected Qiao Qingyu to say this, and his gaze held a new admiration when he looked at her.

“Besides, you answer every question I ask seriously, which shows you’re a very patient and gentle person,” Qiao Qingyu continued. “To be honest, I was very nervous before meeting you, afraid that you would bully me, but now I see I was wrong. You’re all very smart—if you wanted to bully me, you wouldn’t have chosen to meet me at the school gate, right?”

“Right, right, right,” Black Brother agreed eagerly, “Brother cares for you so much, how could I bully you… If I wanted to harm you, I wouldn’t be offering to take you home, right?”

“Speaking of going home,” Qiao Qingyu’s eyes sparkled as she looked directly into Black Brother’s narrow single-lidded eyes, “I’m different from my sister. My parents are very strict with me, strictly forbidding me from associating with the opposite sex. So, if we’re going to be friends, we can’t let my parents see.”

Black Brother nodded vigorously: “Of course, of course, you’re still young after all, still a high school student, we should at least wait until you’re of age before letting your parents know about our friendship.”

The words “our friendship” made Qiao Qingyu break out in a cold sweat—the wolf’s den had revealed itself.

“Just friends, not boyfriend and girlfriend,” she corrected, trying to stay calm.

“Just friends, just friends,” Black Brother giggled, turning his head to give his followers a meaningful look before turning back with exaggerated seriousness. “Then, Little Qiao, how about every Friday, I’ll pick you up after school, and we’ll go out together, okay?”

“Not today,” Qiao Qingyu said, “My parents are waiting for me to come home for dinner.”

“Didn’t you say you weren’t in a hurry to go home?” Black Brother frowned, showing signs of annoyance.

“I would normally be home by now, but today I specifically told my mom I’d be half an hour late, just to meet you all,” Qiao Qingyu felt her inner strength depleting, “Next time, okay? Next time I’ll think of another excuse to skip dinner at home.”

“Ah, but that means waiting another week, brother will miss you to death!” Black Brother put on a plaintive expression, “Brother came specially from Jiangbin, such a long way, and you won’t even give me the face of having dinner?”

A yellow-haired lackey suggested: “At least give him a hug before you go.”

Several of them suddenly stood up, blocking the path. Black Brother coughed twice, leisurely stood up, and moved to Qiao Qingyu’s side, smiling as he opened his arms.

“Show some sincerity in our friendship, Little Qiao,” he deliberately slowed his speech, smiling falsely, “You’ve had your bubble tea, trying to trick me as your sister did?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head. Her defensive walls were about to collapse.

“You want to go home for dinner, fine,” Black Brother leaned down with one hand on the table corner, his tone still soft but with a sinister horror to it, “But if you pretend not to know me next time, haven’t I just wasted money on this bubble tea? You think I’m so stupid I’d forget the lesson I learned with your sister?”

“I won’t pretend to know you.” Qiao Qingyu tried to look at him calmly.

“But brother’s fragile little heart doesn’t believe you,” Black Brother put on a fake crying voice, “Give brother a little kiss, and even if you don’t acknowledge brother next time, brother won’t blame you.”

With that, his face pressed down. Terror suddenly peaked, and Qiao Qingyu quickly covered her face with her hands, hurriedly moving to another chair against the wall. Just then, a girl’s voice suddenly came from nearby: “What are you doing?”

Black Brother seemed to straighten up. Qiao Qingyu opened her eyes nervously to see it was a female employee of the bubble tea shop who had spoken.

“Nothing, nothing, just chatting.” Black Brother smiled.

The employee stood on tiptoe and spotted the panicked Qiao Qingyu in the corner. At this point, Black Brother sent one of his lackeys to buy another bubble tea, and the employee returned to the counter with a suspicious look.

Black Brother launched another offensive, sitting in the chair Qiao Qingyu had just vacated, pleading in a sickeningly sweet voice: “Sister, Little Qiao sister, brother just wants one little kiss on your face, just think of it like a mosquito bite, what’s the harm, right? Come on sister, come…”

As he spoke, he was slowly pressing forward again, this time with his whole body. In her panic, Qiao Qingyu pulled out the art knife, quickly extending the gleaming blade: “Don’t come any closer!”

Black Brother stopped his forward motion, stared at the art knife for a few seconds, then smiled chillingly: “Oh, so you were playing with me from the start, brought a knife and everything~ You little bitch have quite some nerve, did that big slut of your sister teach you this? Think it’s fun to mess with me?”

The blade trembled before her eyes—Qiao Qingyu couldn’t control her shaking hands.

“Little Qiao sister,” Through her school uniform, Black Brother grabbed both her wrists like vices, making it impossible for Qiao Qingyu to move her hands, “Pure as water Little Qiao, I wonder if you’re as sweet as you look?”

He suddenly increased his grip and combined with her still-not-fully-healed burn, Qiao Qingyu’s left hand immediately lost strength from the pain, and the knife was about to slip from her grasp. At this moment, Black Brother lowered his head, keeping his eyes fixed on Qiao Qingyu while gripping the knife handle with his teeth, and casually flicking his head. With a clear clang, the art knife fell to the ground.

“Such a cute blushing face, come on, it’s simple, brother just wants one kiss…”

“Hey, you lot,” came the female employee’s voice again, calling inside, “If you’re done drinking, hurry up and free the seats, don’t interfere with our business!”

“How the fuck are we interfering with your business?” one lackey argued, “Haven’t we bought several bubble teas? The customer is god!”

“More gods are coming, several people specifically asked for clean seats,” the employee was unmoved, raising her voice even louder, “Ming Sheng from No. 2 Middle School is bringing people, I dare not neglect him!”

Black Brother, who had been listening intently, suddenly released his hands at these words: “Sister, let’s go somewhere else…”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head desperately, gripping the table corner tightly: “I won’t go.”

Black Brother spat out viciously: “You can escape the monk but not the temple!”

With that, he stepped over the art knife on the floor and strode toward the door. Seeing this, his lackeys hurried after him.

“Brother, what’s wrong?”

“Didn’t Ye Zilin say this girl was disliked by everyone, that we could play with her however we wanted?”

“Brother, did you get to kiss her?”

“Shut the fuck up, all of you,” Black Brother’s vicious voice, “You want to fight over territory with that kid at No. 2 Middle School’s gate? What’s it got to do with this girl!”

As they grew more distant, Qiao Qingyu remained frozen in place. Like being ravaged by a wild storm, her mind was in chaos.

“Are you okay, student?” The female employee came over to straighten the chairs, “Why were they bullying you?”

Qiao Qingyu came to her senses. Ming Sheng is coming soon, she thought. Her body seemed to move of its own accord as she suddenly stood up.

“Take it easy, take it easy first,” the employee patted her shoulder sympathetically, “I can see you’re quite shaken. Just sit here, it’s fine.”

“But isn’t Ming Sheng…” Qiao Qingyu felt dizzy, perhaps from standing up too quickly.

“Ha,” the employee laughed, “I was just scaring them off, how would I know if Ming Sheng is coming or not? Just sit, it’s no trouble.”

Like being told a carefully prepared exam was suddenly canceled, Qiao Qingyu felt both relieved and disappointed.

As she boarded the bus, she vaguely felt that perhaps relief was the stronger emotion.

Relief that Ming Sheng hadn’t seen her in such a defeated state after surrendering her weapons.



Chapter 17: The Breaking Dam
Under the yellowish desk lamp, the blade gleamed dimly. There was the sound of a door opening. Qiao Qingyu quickly retracted the blade into its bronze handle and stuffed it into the drawer.

“Qingqing,” Li Fanghao pushed open the door moments later and poked her head in, “Come out and have some fruit.”

Her face was as dark as if it had been coated with charcoal. Qiao Qingyu thought it couldn’t just be from fatigue.

Sure enough, as soon as she sat down at the dining table and picked up an orange-yellow tangerine, Li Fanghao started berating her without a preamble.

“Couldn’t even stop by the shop to say hello before coming home. When did you get back from school? What lecture did you listen to? I bet that mouth of yours is lying again?”

Qiao Qingyu put down the tangerine: “It was a senior who got into Tsinghua a few years ago, called Ming Dai. Many classmates stayed to listen… I’ve been home for an hour, and because I was rushing to do homework, I didn’t go to the shop.”

“How is it another person surnamed Ming, a male?”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent.

“I’m asking you a question, gone mute?” Li Fanghao walked over and jabbed her finger hard at Qiao Qingyu’s left chest, “Your heart’s gone wild and floating, you know that?! Tsinghua? Do you think you can get into Tsinghua? What business do you have there joining the crowd?!”

Qiao Qingyu suddenly stood up, and amid Li Fanghao’s startled “What are you doing?”, she rushed to her room and slammed the door shut.

“Come out here!”

Li Fanghao wouldn’t give her a moment’s peace. In her rage, Qiao Qingyu’s actions outpaced her thoughts, doing something she’d never imagined herself doing before: she kicked open the plywood door leading to Qiao Jinyu’s side.

“Heaven help us!!” Li Fanghao roared, quickly advancing, “I’ll show you…”

“Don’t come any closer,” Qiao Qingyu climbed onto Qiao Jinyu’s desk and pulled open the cold aluminum window with a screech, “If you come any closer, I’ll jump from here.”

Suddenly, an extreme terror crawled across Li Fanghao’s face, making her look incredibly fragile and distorted.

“Qingqing, come down, be good.”

As she spoke, tears fell, and wanting to step forward but afraid of provoking Qiao Qingyu, she helplessly crouched down, like a suddenly collapsed building.

“Qingqing, be good, don’t do anything foolish…” Li Fanghao knelt, carefully inching forward while crying, “Qingqing, mama won’t scold you any more, won’t scold you…”

The cold wind brought Qiao Qingyu back to her senses, and the pitiful sight of her mother before her unconsciously brought tears to her eyes as well. So she withdrew her hand and sat on the desk with her feet dangling, feeling empty inside after the overwhelming emotions.

“Come, come,” Li Fanghao struggled to her feet, gently caressing her blank face, “Let Mama hug you, just a hug.”

Head buried in Li Fanghao’s chest, her nose filled with the greasy smell from the noodle shop, but it held a long-missing softness and warmth. Qiao Qingyu burst into tears.

“Mama spoke too harshly, mama knows you’re a good child, you’ve always been a good child,” Li Fanghao sobbed while comforting Qiao Qingyu, “Mama is just too worried, afraid you’ll go down the wrong path…”

Qiao Qingyu had never doubted whether she was a good child. However, what happened the following Saturday seemed to validate Li Fanghao’s uneasy intuition.

Black Brother and his gang came in the afternoon when Li Fanghao had gone home to check on Qiao Qingyu, leaving only Qiao Lusheng dozing at a table in the shop. He woke at the commotion. Seven or eight young men with variously colored hair surrounded him like dark clouds blocking the light above his head.

“Where’s your daughter?” the one in the black leather jacket asked, “Not the dead older one, the younger daughter, is she at home?”

Qiao Lusheng cautiously asked what business they had.

“She owes me money,” Black Brother grinned, pleasurably flicking cigarette ash onto the table, “Yesterday, she drank bubble tea I bought her.”

After finally getting rid of these people, Qiao Lusheng pulled the shop door closed and hurried home. While the couple whispered behind closed doors in their room, Qiao Qingyu anxiously paced in the living room—had her father encountered ghosts at the shop? Why was he so frightened?

Half an hour later, the couple emerged, miraculously restored to normalcy, as if nothing had happened.

“Qingqing, your studies are demanding, you don’t need to help at the shop anymore,” Qiao Lusheng kindly patted Qiao Qingyu’s head, “Your parents just discussed it, tomorrow we’ll have Qiao Huan come help. From now on, just bring breakfast in the morning, and after school go straight home. We’ll send dinner to you, stay away from the shop.”

“Sister Qiao Huan is from South Qiao Village, working here in Huanzhou. We’d been thinking of asking for her help anyway, there’s too much work at the shop,” Li Fanghao added, “With her here, mama can take time to send you to and from school.”

It was an announcement, not a discussion. Qiao Qingyu nodded silently.

She vaguely guessed it was because Black Brother had shown up at the shop. The next day, Qiao Huan’s arrival quickly confirmed her suspicion—Qiao Huan was an outgoing person who quickly made herself at home, sharing Qiao Qingyu’s bed that night. After just a bit of casual chat, Qiao Huan spilled the story about Black Brother’s gang eating and drinking at the shop without paying.

“Your parents didn’t want me to tell you, afraid you’d worry,” Qiao Huan seemed to enjoy whispering under the covers, her tone barely containing her excitement, “I mean, when I was sixteen, I’d already been working for two years, definitely not a child anymore~ You’re so clever, how could you not guess… That Black Brother came with three or four people to eat noodles at night and said they’d pay for it all together later. They’re gangsters, what can we small business owners do? Good thing it was just a few bowls of noodles…”

Qiao Qingyu just listened, making no argument. Qiao Huan was fat, and the already narrow bed now felt suffocatingly full, the air under the covers stifling. Finally, when Qiao Huan finished talking, Qiao Qingyu lifted the covers, gasping for air.

“My mom used to like eavesdropping when my sister and I talked,” Qiao Huan seemed to be enjoying herself, “Your parents are so good to you, thinking of you like this. My mom used to beat me with a stick.”

“What bad things did you do?” Qiao Qingyu stared at the ceiling in the darkness, asking emotionlessly.

“Stole money to buy food,” Qiao Huan giggled, “You can tell from my figure, that I’ve always loved snacks since I was little, but my mom thought I was too fat and wouldn’t buy them for me…”

As she spoke, her voice gradually grew quieter, followed by loud snoring. Qiao Qingyu continued staring at the ceiling, her already sparse drowsiness instantly scattered.

Why did everyone have to emphasize that her parents were doing this for her good?

She was the instigator, yet was forcibly isolated from the crisis at the noodle shop. She despised her parents’ self-righteous, tragic sacrifice.

I won’t feel moved or guilty about this, Qiao Qingyu told herself.

Qiao Huan’s arrival made the already cramped room even more confining. Upon learning that her parents, to save money her, had arranged for Qiao Huan to stay indefinitely, Qiao Qingyu felt as if her neck had been broken, unable to breathe freely anymore.

Li Fanghao kept her word, taking her to and from school every day. Qiao Qingyu didn’t like how her mother appeared punctually at the school gate, her ghostly gaze following or greeting her from behind the safety helmet. But she did like sitting on the back of the electric scooter, enjoying the dense airflow that pressed against her exposed skin like countless cold whips, and her ponytail dancing wildly in the cool breeze. Closing her eyes, she would imagine she was free.

When dismounting, the originally cold silver frames on either side of the seat would often be warm from her body heat. Li Fanghao always reminded her to hold onto her shoulder or waist, but Qiao Qingyu never complied. Moreover, as soon as she entered the school gates, she would remove Qiao Baiyu’s old pink cotton coat that she wore over her school uniform.

Before morning reading, she would longingly gaze at the glass windows several rows of desks away—a week ago, after the sports meet ended, the whole class had shifted, and she moved from the eighth group by the window to the fourth group in the middle of the classroom. Surrounded by people on all sides, she felt like a fish dropped in the desert. Looking at the windows, she would vividly imagine herself slowly breathing white mist onto the glass, then watch its ethereal form quietly disappear.

She survived through imagination. Life was an ice marsh ready to devour people at any moment, the thick fog making it impossible to discern direction. Fortunately, she walked barefoot, the cold from beneath her feet piercing into her body, keeping her alert. Though unsure of where it led, she firmly believed she was walking on ice crystals. Bone-chilling yet crystal clear, it was the cleanest path in this murky world.

The weekend after monthly exams, Qiao Huan took a day off to go shopping at the clothing market with her former factory girlfriends. Li Fanghao returned home Saturday afternoon, as usual, to accompany Qiao Qingyu while she did homework. Around five o’clock, she left a steaming bowl of noodles for Qiao Qingyu and went out.

Qiao Qingyu ate the noodles, washed the bowl, put on Qiao Jinyu’s black hoodie that had been carelessly tossed on the sofa, and slipped into the gathering dusk. Passing the newsstand, she tugged at the hood that already covered half her face, and seeing only five seconds left on the green light, rushed across to the other side of the street. Turning right for thirty meters, she stopped, hiding behind a bare phoenix tree to peer across the street.

The Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop squeezed among a row of storefronts, looked like an illuminated shoebox. Qiao Qingyu noticed for the first time how bright white the shop’s lights were. At that moment, three of the six tables were occupied.

The curtain to the kitchen was lifted, and Li Fanghao appeared, efficiently and smilingly placing a bowl of noodles in front of one of the customers.

“Take your time, here are the side dishes and chili sauce, and you can get more soup if needed.”

Qiao Qingyu could imagine Li Fanghao’s praised rustic warmth.

She began pacing slowly between two phoenix trees, occasionally glancing across. A few minutes later, Qiao Huan appeared carrying no less than five bags—she’d returned earlier than planned, and Qiao Qingyu was instantly grateful she’d come straight to the shop instead of going home first. Not long after Qiao Huan’s return, three young men with differently colored hair, each holding a cigarette, swaggered through the shop door.

Qiao Qingyu stopped pacing and hid behind the tree, carefully watching their behavior across the flowing traffic.

They sat at a table near the shop entrance, flicking cigarette ash on the floor while waiting for their food. The one with his back to her faced outward with legs crossed, occasionally whistling at passing girls. Soon their noodles arrived, and after hurriedly finishing, they waved to Qiao Huan, who quickly fetched a notebook and pen from the cash register.

One of them carelessly scribbled something. Qiao Huan put away the notebook, her face wearing a farewell smile.

After they left, Qiao Qingyu went home. The next day was Sunday, and after dinner, she repeated yesterday’s actions.

But this time she didn’t stay as long. As soon as the three differently-colored-haired youths entered the shop, she took out her phone and dialed 110.

Three or four days after calling the police, while the adults continued their busy routines as usual, the atmosphere at home grew increasingly anxious, like a snake that had slithered into the room in the night. Qiao Qingyu knew something major had happened.

Qiao Huan gave Qiao Qingyu a new, extremely oversized gray coat, saying she’d bought it specially for her, though Qiao Qingyu wondered why, if it was bought specifically for her, it hadn’t been given to her immediately and only presented after the tags were removed. Almost simultaneously, Li Fanghao put away Qiao Baiyu’s old pink cotton coat and several brightly colored old sweaters and gave Qiao Qingyu the black cashmere sweater that she’d worn for many years, saying it was warmer. Qiao Lusheng brought home a large cardboard box from somewhere and spent the night sorting out many “unnecessary” clothes from both rooms.

When Qiao Lusheng ripped open clear tape in the living room with a sharp sound, Qiao Qingyu had just finished her shower. Something was propping up the box lid—glancing in before entering her room, she was startled to find it was that deep red character plaque.

The uninterrupted sound of tearing tape was urgent, and sharp, piercing the quiet night, making Qiao Qingyu break out in a cold sweat for no apparent reason.

Qiao Huan couldn’t sleep, and neither could Qiao Qingyu. With a thud, Qiao Lusheng left carrying the box, and the house fell into silence. That’s when Qiao Huan softly told Qiao Qingyu she was returning to South Qiao Village tomorrow because—she paused—because Uncle Da Yong’s mad wife had died.

“She’d just started being able to walk around, and last time when she had that high fever, my Uncle Da Yong spent quite a bit on her medical treatment, everyone said it wasn’t worth it, even if she recovered she wouldn’t be fit to be seen in public…” Qiao Huan sighed, “Who knew she’d jump from the third floor yesterday, and die.”

“Why?” Qiao Qingyu stared at the ceiling.

“Ah, she was always crazy, just went mad,” Qiao Huan mumbled, “Her room, the windows had been sealed up long ago, who knows how she managed to climb onto the roof…”

“Why did they seal up the windows?”

“Years ago, the year her child died, she tried to kill herself several times,” Qiao Huan said, “They had to lock her in the house, even the pesticides were locked away. My uncle’s had such a hard life, working diligently, spending all his money on this wife, never enjoyed a single good day… She bore a daughter who died of high fever before turning two, and when my uncle wanted to try for another child, she would fight with him every day, and later completely went mad… Even then, my uncle was still good to her, getting her medical treatment and medicine when needed… Others all said, how could this be a bought wife, she was being treated like a Buddha to worship…”

“Bought?” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help interrupting Qiao Huan, “Aunt Qin was bought by Uncle Da Yong?”

“Twelve thousand, twelve thousand twenty years ago,” Qiao Huan sighed, “They said she was educated, the whole family pooled money for uncle… My uncle was good in every way, except his looks weren’t good, too honest and uneducated, his family was poor, in his thirties and no girl willing to marry him… After several desperate years, they specifically went to rural areas elsewhere to ask around before buying her… Originally they just wanted someone who could bear children, but my uncle wanted the child’s mother to be educated, said it would be good for the child, that’s why they bought her, ah!”

Closing her eyes, Qiao Qingyu saw Aunt Qin wrapped in flames rushing toward her, the high flames behind her like burning wings. In the raging firelight, Qiao Qingyu only remembered a pair of eyes more blazing than the fire itself.

“Aunt Qin must have been very beautiful?” Qiao Qingyu opened her eyes, her voice as if soaked in water.

“She was good-looking, tall, fair and clean, an educated city girl,” Qiao Huan recalled, “From the north, with perfect standard Mandarin. When she first came, everyone said my uncle was blessed…”

“What was Aunt Qin’s daughter’s name?”

“I heard the adults mention it, seems like it was Panpan?”

“Panpan,” Qiao Qingyu said softly, “Skin as white as clouds in the blue sky, eyelashes softer, thicker, and more even than feathers, big eyes blinking and blinking…”

These were words often used by family members when talking about Qiao Baiyu as a child.

“That I don’t remember, I was only a year or two old then…”

“She was also a little angel,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted Qiao Huan, as if talking to herself, “So, they both returned to heaven.”

“They?”

A hot tear was about to breach the thin dam of her eyelids. Qiao Qingyu turned over with difficulty, letting it escape and silently fall onto the pure cotton pillowcase.



Chapter 18: Ice Crystal
During the two days when Qiao Huan wasn’t at the shop, Li Fanghao had no choice but to let Qiao Qingyu take the bus to and from school by herself, as she couldn’t be in two places at once. This sudden “freedom,” however, made Qiao Qingyu feel uneasy.

On the bus, she always felt someone was secretly watching her. To avoid the groups of students, she would push her way toward the back after boarding, climbing up the two steps to the elevated rear section to blend in with the expressionless office workers.

To escape unwanted whispers, she would habitually plug in her earphones. Once or twice, as if trying to catch someone in the act, she would suddenly sweep her gaze across the student crowd, only to see young backs that had nothing to do with her. Ming Sheng was among them—which surprised her.

She thought perhaps she was being too sensitive about colored hair. The few boys chatting around Ming Sheng looked like troublemakers, one of them sporting bright yellow hair.

There had also been someone with yellow hair among the group that surrounded her at the milk tea shop near the school gate last time—Qiao Qingyu tried hard to recall, hating herself for being too panicked then to remember all their faces—but it probably wasn’t the same person as the one on the bus today.

Soon she thought angrily, even if it was the same person, wasn’t it only natural that Ming Sheng would be with them?

After getting off the bus, she would go to the shop for dinner, where Li Fanghao’s constant urging forced her to gulp down the steaming hot noodles. Qiao Qingyu thus deduced that calling the police hadn’t achieved the expected effect—those people still came uninvited. She wanted to ask Li Fanghao about it but didn’t dare. For two consecutive days, she found several patches of bright red marks of varying sizes on the steps at the shop’s entrance—at first she was terrified, thinking it was blood, but upon closer inspection, she sighed in relief: it was painted.

But why was there red paint?

Why had all of Qiao Baiyu’s things been thrown away?

When Qiao Huan returned on Saturday, the shop closed half an hour earlier than usual. Li Fanghao was doing laundry, Qiao Lusheng was watching TV, and Qiao Jinyu was lying in the inner room texting friends. After Qiao Huan finished her shower and returned to the room, yawning as she was about to get into bed, Qiao Qingyu, who was already sitting in bed against the wall, closed her library copy of “The Brothers Karamazov.”

“Sister Huan,” she asked directly, “did those people vandalize the shop’s door with graffiti?”

“Nothing like that,” Qiao Huan winked at her exaggeratedly, “What are you imagining? Don’t worry about it!”

Qiao Huan wasn’t good at lying. Qiao Qingyu gave a small laugh and didn’t pursue the matter further.

That day, except for Qiao Jinyu, everyone in the family went to bed unusually early. In the middle of the night, perhaps early morning, Qiao Qingyu hazily felt the space beside her become empty. Opening her eyes, she saw yellow light seeping through the gap under the wooden door—the living room light was on.

Soon came the sound of footsteps leaving, seemingly all three adults. The light went out, and the front door made a slow but crisp clicking sound.

Qiao Qingyu instantly became fully awake. Without thinking, she jumped out of bed, hastily put on pants and a jacket, and ran out as well.

She quickly caught sight of their hurrying figures. At the entrance of Chaoyang New Village, the three adults turned toward the noodle shop, and half a minute later, Qiao Qingyu crossed the road. Like last time, she hid behind a phoenix tree on the opposite side, furtively peering across.

Under the pale streetlight, the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop’s silver-gray rolling door was covered with messy bright red characters:

“AIDS-infected family! Filthy! Sons of bitches!”

Extremely ugly, extremely vicious. There was also a crudely drawn girl in an obscene pose. It was horrifying to look at. Qiao Qingyu closed her eyes, feeling almost suffocated with distress.

From across the street came the harsh scraping sound of the rolling door being opened and then closed again. Qiao Lusheng brought out several buckets of paint from inside the shop, set up some chairs, and together with Li Fanghao and Qiao Huan, hurriedly began painting over the door with brown paint.

Qiao Qingyu quickly left.

She ran to the canal bank. The water was peaceful, the air silent, and remarkably, not a single car passed on the road at this hour. In the stillness, Qiao Qingyu turned her head and saw the immovable, twisted ancient camphor tree not far away, and walked toward it.

This time, the official protection plaque was clean and new, no longer covered with Ming Sheng’s warning notices.

The scene of He Kai being threatened by Ming Sheng under this tree months ago flashed into her mind. These dark months since entering Jin Huan No. 2 High School were like the black river water—suffocating.

It all started with Ming Sheng.

Looking up, the disorderly crisscrossing branches were covered with countless dark green leaves, like a huge net, heavily pressing down the sky. The trunk was covered in countless wrinkles—cracked, lifeless bark.

Qiao Qingyu stepped over the low railing.

These days she had been carrying that bronze utility knife with her; it lay solidly in her pants pocket, making her pants slightly misshapen but giving her a sense of security. Even in her rush to leave earlier, the knife was still with her.

Approaching the trunk, Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips tightly together and revealed the cold blade—

Monday morning, the strange threatening note Ming Sheng found in his desk sparked heated discussion in class: just two characters saying “Stop now,” written on the back of a brown piece of tree bark about half the size of a palm. Why was it considered threatening? Because—as Ming Sheng himself explained—one corner of the bark was charred, indicating that someone was threatening him with fire.

“Damn, didn’t you endure everything for the basketball tournament? How come someone’s still messing with you?” Chen Yuqian, who had specially come to join the excitement, was thrilled. “Why use tree bark? What kind of psycho is this?”

“I’d like to know too,” Ming Sheng’s voice wasn’t loud but was extremely penetrating, reaching Qiao Qingyu’s ears without losing any intensity, “who’s deliberately making things difficult for me, not even sparing an old tree.”

“It says ‘Stop now,’ did you bully some girl and push her too far?” Ye Zilin said carelessly with a laugh.

“That’s you,” Chen Yuqian retorted for Ming Sheng, “look at your boy-crazy self. Yesterday you didn’t even come to watch Sheng’s game, where were you hanging out… Finally got that girl from Jiangbin?”

Ye Zilin laughed lewdly: “Yesterday was my big day, not suitable for broadcasting, I’ll tell you the details later~”

After changing seats, Ming Sheng had left his “throne” by the back door and was now hanging on the other side of the classroom’s central axis, in the last row of the fifth small group, right next to the fourth group, less than two meters from Qiao Qingyu. As they talked, many people surged toward the back rows wanting to see the threatening note for themselves, and Ming Sheng let them pass it around. Qiao Qingyu lowered her head, mumbling at her English textbook, but her thoughts followed that piece of bark as it floated around the classroom. Finally, Guan Lan from her right front stood up and passed the bark to Gao Chi, who was sitting behind Qiao Qingyu, reaching his right arm over her head.

“Who’s so bored,” Guan Lan stood facing the back rows, left hand on hip, right hand unconsciously tapping on Qiao Qingyu’s desk in indignation, “Sheng, it must be those people from Yu Cai deliberately trying to provoke you, to affect our school team’s performance!”

“Ah, then we can’t fall into their trap. Wasn’t it the same last year when they deliberately challenged Sheng to a fight before the game?” Deng Meixi appeared out of nowhere and linked arms with Guan Lan. “It got Sheng disciplined and affected his performance in the game, so mean…”

Though she was speaking to Guan Lan, her words fell into everyone’s ears, including Qiao Qingyu’s. Before, why hadn’t she noticed how affected Deng Meixi was?

“That fat guy from Yu Cai last year got expelled,” Ye Zilin shouted, “I don’t believe they dare try a second time.”

The bark turned over and over in Gao Chi’s hands: “Why write it on tree bark? This must have been put on Sheng’s desk by someone from our school, right? Who was first to arrive in the classroom this morning, did anyone see students from other classes come in?”

“I opened the door~” Jiang Nian in the front row raised her hand like an elementary school student, “But I sit in the first row so I didn’t notice~”

“I was second to arrive, and didn’t see anyone from other classes~” Yang Wenxi, now sitting by the back door, spoke up, “Maybe it wasn’t put in Sheng’s desk this morning?”

“Looking at these knife marks, you can tell it wasn’t cut off long ago, definitely within the last day or two,” Gao Chi rubbed the bark thoughtfully, “Looks kind of like camphor tree bark…”

Amidst the teasing chorus of “Detective Gao Chi,” Qiao Qingyu quietly took a breath. For the first time, she realized how unified her Class 5 of Senior Year 2 was, and deeply understood Ming Sheng’s frightening nature: he seemed able to mobilize the whole class’s power without doing anything.

What was even more frightening was his silence. Using the old tree he cared about to threaten him—Qiao Qingyu didn’t believe she was as invisible to him as she was to others.

The ringing of the class bell interrupted the crime scene investigation that had consumed the entire classroom, but Qiao Qingyu knew this matter wouldn’t end there. Soon, she would become the target of a school-wide manhunt. As Teacher Wu explained vocabulary on the blackboard, she fidgeted absent-mindedly with her pen, dropping it several times. On the third time, as she bent to pick it up, Teacher Wu called on her.

“Read these example sentences.”

Due to her guilty conscience, Qiao Qingyu stumbled through the reading. While English had been one of her strong subjects at Sunyun No. 1 High School, here at Huanzhou No. 2, like all other subjects, her English was unremarkable, and her spoken English seemed particularly awkward due to its stiffness. At this moment, completely lacking confidence, she finished reading softly to the blackboard, so nervous that every pore on her body seemed to open up.

“Look how absent-minded you are,” Teacher Wu said disapprovingly. “Stand and listen.”

Qiao Qingyu lowered her head, blushing to her ears. Being treated like a poor student in class for the first time in her life, she wanted to disappear into the ground.

“Teacher,” Ming Sheng drawled, “she’s blocking our view back here~”

Teacher Wu’s eyes widened, and her helpless gaze passed over Qiao Qingyu, her face showing a barely perceptible hurt mixed with gentle reproach: “Then what do you suggest?”

“Have her stand in the back.”

Before Teacher Wu could nod, Qiao Qingyu had already picked up her book and squeezed out of her seat of her own accord. She kept her eyes straight ahead until she reached the blackboard at the back of the classroom. Only then did she notice Ming Sheng’s triumphant pose—fingers interlaced behind his head, leaning back. His chair was pushed back further than others, right knee against the edge of his desk, in a relaxed posture that would have earned him punishment in any teacher’s class at Sunyun No. 1.

As Teacher Wu continued explaining vocabulary, Qiao Qingyu fixed her gaze on the blackboard. Ming Sheng’s back was barely a meter away, just to her left front. In her peripheral vision, she saw Ming Sheng put his hands back on the desk, then, just as before, interlace them behind his head.

This time, however, he held a note between his fingers with three flamboyant characters: “It was you.”

This action made Qiao Qingyu’s heart pound. When Teacher Wu turned around, she quickly returned her gaze to the blackboard. Yes, it was me, she thought angrily. If you knew it was me, why let the bark be passed around the class?

After about fifteen seconds, Ming Sheng withdrew his hand, quickly wrote a few more characters, then just as before, interlaced his fingers behind his head while showing Qiao Qingyu the note:

“I told you already, mutual non-interference.”

After a moment’s recollection, Qiao Qingyu remembered—last time in the classroom when she had asked Ming Sheng to help find out the true cause of Qiao Baiyu’s death, he had indeed said these four words.

At the time she hadn’t paid much attention, subconsciously interpreting them simply as Ming Sheng’s refusal to help. Now, as he brought it up again, she understood he had been seriously drawing a line between them.

Then she suddenly realized she had crossed that line.

The answer was clear—Ming Sheng wasn’t the “accomplice” hidden behind Brother Hei. He had actively refused any connection with her. Besides, hadn’t she forgotten how Brother Hei ran at the mention of Ming Sheng?

As for whether he knew about what Brother Hei and his gang were doing to the noodle shop, that wasn’t important. In other words, even if he knew and took pleasure in it, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t say anything—after all, what Brother Hei and his gang did had nothing to do with him. The instigator of this matter was Ye Zilin.

It was she who had let anger drown out reason and made Ming Sheng an obvious target.

An unprecedented sense of shame swept over her. Though standing behind Ming Sheng, Qiao Qingyu felt as if she were standing before him, forcing him to watch her awkward flailing. An inexplicable embarrassment made her unable to lift her head.

She wished she could turn back time, put away the utility knife, put away that ridiculous determination in the night, and let that ancient camphor tree continue standing silently but unharmed.

Ming Sheng didn’t write anything more, instead picking up an English novel and instantly becoming absorbed in it. After writing a few keywords on the blackboard, Teacher Wu sat at her desk and told everyone to write a short essay. The classroom suddenly fell into dead silence. At the very back, enormous complicated emotions rolled like wheels over the only standing student, Qiao Qingyu. No one noticed her slip her hand into her uniform pocket, gripping the utility knife pressed against her thigh.

She believed this time it was the reason helping her make the decision—

Getting Ye Zilin to agree to meet was very simple, but seeing him wasn’t so smooth. After spending half an hour in the cold wind on the rooftop, Qiao Qingyu received a text from Ye Zilin telling her to go to the backstage of the auditorium.

The small door behind the auditorium wasn’t locked, but was unexpectedly heavy and solid, shutting out the light from outside. Qiao Qingyu groped her way into the unfamiliar territory she had never set foot in before. Around a corner, at the end of the pitch-black corridor, only the small “Emergency Exit” sign emitted a distant, ethereal green light. Qiao Qingyu stopped and called out “Ye Zilin.”

Receiving no response and not daring to go forward, she turned back. As she reached the corner she had just turned, suddenly a deafening “AH!” rang out beside her ear.

Qiao Qingyu jumped in fright. Ye Zilin burst out laughing.

“You…”

“Why did little Qiao ask to meet me?” Ye Zilin said in an oily voice, turning on his phone’s flashlight and, imitating horror movies, pointing it up at his chin from below, looking grotesque and terrifying. “Were you scared to death just now?”

Qiao Qingyu turned to leave: “Let’s talk outside.”

“Did Brother Hei and his gang bully you?” Ye Zilin followed her, getting to the door first and blocking her way with his tall frame. “Why didn’t you come to find me earlier? I can help you.”

His breath was very close, forcing Qiao Qingyu to step back twice: “I found you to ask why you gave those people my [social media account]?”

“Brother Hei is a very gentle big brother, he can protect you,” Ye Zilin gave a light laugh. “Besides, you agreed yourself. Brother Hei told me that when all those brothers added you, you accepted them one by one!”

Qiao Qingyu choked on her words.

“If you wanted friends, you should have just said so,” Ye Zilin’s voice suddenly turned ambiguous, his shadow constantly pressing closer. “I understand girls best. The moment I saw you, I knew you needed protection. When you got into trouble with Sheng, I was more worried than anyone… Your skin is so white, and you’re always cold, just like an ice crystal. But I just love ice crystals, so pure and clean…”

As he spoke, Qiao Qingyu felt something crawling up her arm, like a snake. She quickly realized it was Ye Zilin’s uninvited hand roaming on her upper arm.

“Ye Zilin!” Qiao Qingyu roared, shaking him off. “You’re disgusting!”

After saying this, she forcefully pushed away the figure in front of her, burst out the door, and ran into the garden.

Ye Zilin didn’t follow.

In the garden, Qiao Qingyu gradually regained her composure. Feeling the utility knife in her pocket, she steadied her thoughts and walked toward the auditorium again.

But Ye Zilin was gone. She searched and finally spotted his hateful figure in the stands by the basketball court on the playground.

Circling behind Ye Zilin, Qiao Qingyu tapped his shoulder: “Come with me.”

Amid everyone’s surprise, she led Ye Zilin down from the stands, walking to a corner away from prying eyes. As soon as they stopped, she precisely placed the utility knife against the middle of his neck, just below his ear.

“What are you trying to do…” Ye Zilin’s legs instantly went weak.

“This is a brand new utility knife,” Qiao Qingyu step by step, her right hand holding the knife perfectly still, forced him against the side wall of the stands. “It can easily cut through your skin. Do you know what’s behind this thin skin?”

Ye Zilin’s voice was feeble: “I’m warning you, Qiao Qingyu if you dare…”

“The carotid artery,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted him, pressing the ice-cold blade flat against Ye Zilin’s neck. “Since you say I’m like an ice crystal, let me show you how sharp an ice crystal can be.”

Ye Zilin’s eyes bulged like a goldfish’s, showing an expression of incredible terror.

“Tell Brother Hei and his gang to stop coming to my family’s shop,” Qiao Qingyu said. “You started this, you must resolve it.”

“I just gave them your [social media account], I’m not that close with them!” Ye Zilin protested. “I don’t even know what they did to you!”

A few meters away at the edge of the playground, several girls passed by chattering, one of them glancing this way several times. Seeing Ye Zilin’s head turn slightly, Qiao Qingyu immediately increased the pressure on her right hand: “Don’t move.”

“I don’t know them well!” Ye Zilin’s face crumpled. “I just wanted to pursue a girl from No. 22 High School, and Brother Hei helped me get her [social media account]. In exchange, I gave him a female classmate’s [account], that’s all!”

“He harasses my family’s shop every day…”

“What does that have to do with me!” Ye Zilin suddenly shouted.

“Don’t think I won’t do it, Ye Zilin,” Qiao Qingyu’s face darkened. “If you don’t agree to resolve this, I’ll cut a line across your neck.”

“The problem is I can’t do it,” Ye Zilin wore a bitter expression. “I told you, I’m not close with Brother Hei.”

“I don’t care.”

“The problem is you…”

Ye Zilin didn’t finish his sentence. A figure descended from above—Ming Sheng had jumped directly down from the stands.

The moment she saw Ming Sheng, Qiao Qingyu’s right hand lifted as if with a mind of its own, then, as if losing all reason, brought it down hard toward Ye Zilin’s shoulder. Amid Ye Zilin’s exaggerated cry of shock, another hand appeared from nowhere, firmly gripping the utility knife’s blade.

By the time Qiao Qingyu realized what had happened, the blood flowing from Ming Sheng’s hand had already stained the knife’s tip red.



Chapter 19: Great Cold
A solitary eagle soared beneath the azure sky, while countless crystals sparkled across the clear lake’s surface. The sun’s fierce rays, upon reaching the ground, scattered into pure white flakes. “Sun snow,” Qiao Qingyu murmured, unconsciously closing her eyes.

The warmth felt like a dream. Even the cold, judgmental gazes from below the podium seemed to soften in this dreamlike beauty. A sharp pain struck her shoulder—a pristine snowflake had pierced her skin. Yet her smooth shoulder bore no mark. Looking down, Qiao Qingyu screamed in horror—she was wearing nothing!

Her body shuddered violently. Qiao Qingyu opened her eyes.

To her left, Qiao Huan’s breathing was steady and even.

The room was pitch black, the air stagnant and heavy. With the dream still echoing in her mind, Qiao Qingyu quietly rose, grabbed her down jacket, and silently opened the bedroom door.

The streetlight from below filtered into the living room, making the sofa, table, and cabinets barely discernible. The glass coffee table reflected a faint gleam. A useless ashtray pressed down on a conspicuous white A4 document—the disciplinary notice that had rendered her parents silent all evening.

Moving closer, she noticed a pen beside the ashtray. Without a doubt, her parents had signed it, and surely with meticulous care.

“They won’t even ask how I feel,” Qiao Qingyu thought sadly.

Thinking back carefully, she was certain that when she appeared at the noodle shop with Ye Zilin, Sun Yinglong, and the pudgy discipline master Huang, she had caught a glimpse of pure concern in Li Fanghao’s eyes. She was also sure that when Sun Yinglong recounted the incident again, Qiao Lusheng’s worried gaze toward her contained unmistakable pain. But the problem was they said nothing. Not only did they remain silent, but they also acted as usual, making her hurriedly finish dinner and forcefully sending her home in front of Ye Zilin, Sun Yinglong, and Master Huang.

Her parents’ method of forcefully excluding her from the matter seemed bizarre to Qiao Qingyu, but she quickly understood: they were simply cowardly and timid, yet extremely concerned with saving face, afraid of losing control of their behavior in front of her classmates and teachers—yes, they had discovered she had grown up and was no longer under their control.

For her parents, authority was paramount, even if it was merely superficial.

Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized she had long since embarked on a path of rebellion against her parents, though quietly.

She couldn’t say whether this was good or bad, but the daunting sense of the unknown path ahead gave her an unexpected thrill. And loneliness—sudden, immense loneliness, like walking alone across a barren wilderness. She found it hard to say she disliked this desolate feeling.

Walking into the cold wind on the balcony, Qiao Qingyu’s gaze unconsciously fixed on the angular glass window directly opposite. Lately, she had been paying increasing attention to the lights across the way, especially during the three days since stabbing Ming Sheng. She clearly remembered that on the very night, she had stabbed Ming Sheng, the yellow light behind the kitchen partition curtain opposite suddenly came on when most households were about to sleep. At that moment, she had just been hanging her freshly washed sweater on the balcony. The sweater was new, a dark coffee color, worn for the first time that day. Theoretically, it didn’t need washing, but before showering, Qiao Qingyu had noticed a small, inconspicuous dark mark on the right sleeve cuff—blood from Ming Sheng’s hand had stained the sleeve that covered her wrist.

While scrubbing the sleeve hard under the faucet, Qiao Qingyu felt the panic of washing away evidence of a crime, but when she witnessed the light across the way suddenly “click” on, she experienced a feeling of absolution. Shame immediately washed over her, drowning out this strange illusion—the illusion that Ming Sheng wouldn’t blame her.

His “It’s nothing” was meant for the other boys who quickly gathered around, not to comfort her; his “Leave her alone” was to help those boys surrounding him save face, lest the basketball coach rushing over might think they were ganging up on a girl. When being escorted toward the school gate, he turned back and gave her an extremely serious, prolonged look, his eyes like black obsidian shooting countless arrows, fixing her in place. Qiao Qingyu knew she had been marked, with no escape possible.

Yet that inexplicably formed absurd illusion would occasionally surface to disrupt her normal reasoning. News that Ming Sheng’s right hand required seven stitches spread through the school like wildfire, and numerous angry strangers approached Qiao Qingyu to deliver their furious condemnations. Gao Chi behind her told everyone this matter was serious enough for court—sixteen years old, intentional injury, she should bear criminal responsibility. Ye Zilin wailed with a long face in Master Huang’s office, rambling on about his innocence. However, Ming Sheng remained even more silent than her, only shaking his head in extreme displeasure when Master Huang suggested Qiao Qingyu should publicly apologize to him at Monday’s assembly.

“You must understand the whole story now, after hearing from both Ye Zilin and Qiao Qingyu,” Master Huang said earnestly to Ming Sheng. “Qiao Qingyu is also a victim, she just targeted the wrong person in the wrong way. She’s usually well-behaved, and her family situation isn’t easy. The school needs to punish her but also help her. As her classmate, you should be more forgiving…”

“No need to apologize to me,” Ming Sheng’s tone carried its usual hint of weariness. “She made a mistake, criticism is enough.”

Hence came this notice of criticism that would soon be posted on the school bulletin board for all to see. After careful consideration, Qiao Qingyu felt the bulletin board was more decent than the podium—at least she wouldn’t have to face those naked judgmental gazes directly. Soon after, she reminded herself that Ming Sheng’s words might simply mean he didn’t want to hear his name spoken through the microphone, just as Su Tian detested hearing her say the words “Ming Sheng.” Simply put, he despised her so much that he’d rather stay far away.

That must be it. He kept his word, repeatedly acting out the four words “mutual non-interference.”

If Ming Sheng’s initial disdain for her stemmed more from his childish revenge with an element of teasing, then his current indifference toward her, Qiao Qingyu felt, aligned with his inherent aloofness. She wasn’t the only one who felt this way. During the weeks he recovered from his sprained ankle, Ming Sheng devoted his basketball time to studying, occasionally leaning against the corridor railing after class to relax—usually alone, rejecting various followers.

“Ah Sheng has been so studious and quiet lately,” Qiao Qingyu once heard Guan Lan tell Deng Meixi and Qin Fen at the podium, “Even Chen Yuqian hardly dares to approach him.”

“Probably in a bad mood because of his injured foot,” Deng Meixi nodded, quickly glancing back at Ming Sheng outside the window, smiling shyly, “It feels strange seeing him so well-behaved~”

Well-behaved? These words carried a sense of trying to please adults, which couldn’t be the reason for Ming Sheng’s change. Qiao Qingyu preferred to believe that Ming Sheng had grown weary of meaningless adoration; his pride and clear-mindedness wouldn’t allow him to truly deteriorate.

Everyone noticed Ming Sheng had become more profound, even somewhat melancholic, but no one was foolish enough to ask him why directly—it was as if their previous understanding of Ming Sheng had been superficial. For the first time, everyone realized that when Ming Sheng turned cold, he became so unapproachable.

After his foot healed successfully, Ming Sheng made it to the city’s men’s basketball court as he wished, carrying his newly prominent solemnity, reportedly performing quite brilliantly on the court. He was unstoppable and impressive, until she cut his path short with one knife, denying him the final match. Regarding Ming Sheng’s “indifference” to his injury, Qiao Qingyu found herself feeling uneasy despite her relief—why was that?

Had he become too detached?

After being stabbed, Ming Sheng only rested for one day before returning to school. Unable to write due to his hand injury, he submitted a printed Chinese essay. Responding to Teacher Sun Yinglong’s topic of “Spirit,” he once again wrote about the ancient camphor tree.

He admired its silent profundity and praised its elegant nobility. He said climbing those branches that had flourished for hundreds of years was like entering a sacred temple, where a restless heart could find both comfort and purification. The camphor tree’s trunk was dense and solid, its leaves naturally fragrant and refreshing, giving insects no chance to corrode it, and he himself must become like the camphor tree from now on, forever stable and determined, forever noble and consistent.

He wrote with great honesty, expressing exactly what he thought—Qiao Qingyu reflected, with inexplicable admiration and strange loss—it seemed he had grown tired of pointless “rebellion” and would now follow his conscience to become a positive, upright student.

Qiao Qingyu realized she had been paying too much attention to Ming Sheng lately. Like now, in this undisturbed deep night, she had stumbled from her dream specifically to get fresh air on the balcony, yet kept staring at the window opposite, her thoughts constantly sweeping over Ming Sheng’s black eyes, as if falling into another cold dream. She was very dissatisfied with herself and then shifted her gaze left, idly examining Wang Mumu’s windows.

Compared to Ming Sheng’s clear glass, Wang Mumu’s windows seemed opaque, even uneven. The glass was unevenly blue, and Qiao Qingyu could easily imagine the cluttered cabinets inside, the sink piled with dirty bowls, things seeming ready to overflow from the house. If Wang Mumu hadn’t clearly said she lived here, she would never have believed such a pure and clean girl could live in such a house.

Just then, there was a click behind her—her parents’ bedroom door opened.

Li Fanghao, wearing slippers, walked straight to the bathroom. Moments later came the sound of the toilet flushing. Then, Li Fanghao saw Qiao Qingyu standing by the balcony.

Her mouth opened and closed, drawing in a deep breath of cold air as she stumbled forward to grab Qiao Qingyu’s shoulders.

“Qingqing, it’s cold outside, come, let Mom warm you up.”

Li Fanghao’s voice, suppressing terror, sounded ready to cry at any moment. Qiao Qingyu understood—her mother thought she was going to jump. After leading Qiao Qingyu to sit on the sofa, Li Fanghao grabbed a coat and carefully wrapped it around Qiao Qingyu’s legs in their thin pajamas.

“Let mom warm you up first, it’s barely past four, the sky hasn’t even brightened, go back and sleep well, be good.” Li Fanghao spoke while bringing Qiao Qingyu’s hands to her mouth to warm them with her breath, her voice seeming soaked with tears.

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu grabbed Li Fanghao’s hands, “don’t overthink it, I just needed some fresh air.”

“That’s good, that’s good…”

Li Fanghao’s voice grew softer, and silence quickly returned. Finally, Qiao Qingyu asked, “Did Brother Hei and the others come tonight?”

“Oh, child,” Li Fanghao regained her composure, her voice strengthening again, “I told you not to worry about family matters, your parents can handle it… They came, along with your classmate Ye Zilin, and Teachers Sun and Huang, so they didn’t cause trouble… They even said themselves they didn’t want to bother the teachers at No. 2 Middle School about such a small matter, and won’t come to the shop anymore…”

Qiao Qingyu slowly exhaled. Her situation was terrible, but at least this matter was resolved.

Li Fanghao continued, “Your father was saying that we should contact some school teachers these days, and Cousin Chen, to have them intervene. Then these people definitely wouldn’t dare cause trouble.”

Qiao Qingyu remained noncommittal.

“You…”

Li Fanghao sighed deeply, and Qiao Qingyu prepared herself for a lecture.

“Well, you’re not a child anymore,” Li Fanghao said, “The teachers must have explained everything to you, so I won’t lecture you and make you upset… Today your father and I asked about Ming Sheng’s medical expenses and gave the money to Teacher Sun to pass on to Ming Sheng’s parents. Although they didn’t mention it, we’re completely at fault, so we must compensate for the medical expenses. Mother is just telling you this principle of being a decent person, do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Your father even wrote an apology letter and put it in the envelope with the money for Teacher Sun to give to Ming Sheng’s parents,” Li Fanghao added, “But it’s all insufficient. Your teachers said it’s unfortunate Ming Sheng can’t participate in the final basketball games. Yes, it is unfortunate, but what can we do? So remember, the most basic principle of being human is not to harm others. Once you’ve caused harm, no amount of money or apologies can truly make up for it, that wound will always be there…” Her voice suddenly wavered, as if suppressing an inexplicable resentment rising in her chest, “It all comes down to luck. If you’re lucky, they won’t take it to heart, and you can live happily thereafter; if you’re unlucky and they keep remembering it, harboring hatred, you can’t say anything about it, right?”

Qiao Qingyu responded with a dazed “Yes.”

Li Fanghao expelled the anger from her heart, starting forcefully but ending extremely drawn out.

“Let me tell you,” after calming down, she continued, “I’ve already asked Teacher Sun for leave. You don’t need to go to school this afternoon and don’t eat lunch there. Leave right after class, I’ll take you and Jinyu back to Shunyun. Now go to sleep quickly, so you won’t be tired at school.”

“Why are we going to Shunyun?”

“Bring your ID card, we need to handle some official business at the police station,” Li Fanghao said, “We’ll have to return tonight. That’s enough talk now, go to sleep quickly.”

The vague “official business” settled in Qiao Qingyu’s heart, making it impossible for her to sleep soundly. However, this mystery didn’t last until the afternoon—during the third-morning class, as Qiao Qingyu was nodding off over her classical Chinese textbook, an anonymous note appeared before her:

Qiao Qingyu, what a gentle new name!

Looking around, no one seemed unusual. Ye Zilin was dozing off, Ming Sheng’s desk was empty—he hadn’t come to school these past two days. The handwriting looked somewhat familiar, the graceful style suggesting a girl’s hand, not seeming like a prank. Qiao Qingyu stared at it for several seconds before suddenly realizing what the “official business” meant: her parents wanted to change her and Jinyu’s names.

After class, Jiang Nian pulled her into the corridor with a mysterious smile: “Why didn’t you tell me about changing your name? Aren’t I your friend?”

“You wrote the note?”

“Yes,” Jiang Nian nodded, “I went to the administration office to get some materials and happened to see your mom collecting the school’s consent form. Why are you changing your name?”

Qiao Qingyu gazed toward the assembly square: “I don’t want to change my name.”

“But I saw…”

“I think,” Qiao Qingyu looked at Jiang Nian’s concerned eyes and said thoughtfully, “I think my parents are superstitious. They believe my sister left because of the character ‘Yu’ in her name, and after what I did recently, they think I’ve also grown wild wings, so they want to change my name.”

Jiang Nian smiled awkwardly: “That reason seems a bit absurd…”

“Very absurd,” Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips together and looked into the distance as if talking to herself, “It’s utterly pathetic.”

“Well,” Jiang Nian felt somewhat helpless but wanted to comfort Qiao Qingyu, so she said, “Look at it another way, changing names is such trouble, your parents are trying everything they can for you both, it’s quite thoughtful. The pronunciation is similar, it won’t cause any trouble in daily life, don’t you think?”

“It’s not like that,” Qiao Qingyu looked sincerely at Jiang Nian, shaking her head, “It’s not just about a name.”

“It’s about beliefs,” Jiang Nian picked up sympathetically, “But I don’t think it’s a big problem. Qingyu, it sounds nice, when you smile it’s like sunshine from the sky, skin like jade, how fitting~”

“It’s not that romantic,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head again, “They’re just afraid of my wings, wanting to pluck them off.”

Qing-Yu, pronounced these two characters in her heart, firmly and resolutely.

How could she possibly accept those two weak, powerless characters?

In the river of history, 2008 had been tumultuous and stirring. The snowstorm disaster, Wenchuan earthquake, and Olympics—alternating great sorrows and joys like surging waves sweeping over everyone, leaving profound reverberations at year’s end. Qiao Lusheng had stopped the TV on Huanzhou’s civic channel, where reporters were randomly interviewing pedestrians about their feelings on the year. The words “extraordinary” repeatedly reached Qiao Qingyu’s ears inside the house. She focused intently, finishing the last page of Dostoevsky’s epic work, then fell back, sinking deep into the thick quilt.

The yellowing ceiling resembled old rice paper, and Qiao Qingyu thought about how long it had been since she’d practiced calligraphy.

She stretched out her arm to flex her cold, cramped fingers, pretending to grip a sturdy wolf-hair brush, freely writing the characters “not ordinary” toward the ceiling. Imagining their grace, she felt, for the first time, pure and complete satisfaction with her writing.

So cold. Pulling back her hand to warm it with her breath, Qiao Qingyu’s thoughts began to wander. Recently, to defend her name which carried the same lineage as Qiao Baiyu, she had argued earth-shatteringly with her parents, even drawing in Qiao Jinyu on the other end of the phone. She won in the end. However, that unprecedented argument had exhausted all the family’s warmth. True winter, with invisible snow and wind inside the house, had silently arrived after the argument.

Her parents gave her countless disappointed looks. The house changed from a snow plain to an ice field, and Qiao Qingyu knew she was treading a path of ice crystals into an extremely cold place. It grew increasingly cold outside, huge dark clouds covered the sky as if brewing a massive conspiracy to bury Huanzhou. Opening the new calendar, January’s two solar terms were marked in striking red characters: Minor Cold, Major Cold.

Qiao Qingyu’s gaze lingered on “Major Cold,” their family’s last day in Huanzhou before the Spring Festival.

On this last night of 2008, in a small, airless room in Chaoyang New Village, sixteen-year-old Qiao Qingyu felt like an ostrich trapped in a blizzard. Outside, the dark clouds finally loosened, and pristine snowflakes silently filled the entire world. Inside, Qiao Qingyu began to miss the fierce summer sun. Huanzhou’s winter was too dark and too long, she thought, I need the sun, forever brilliant and forever passionate sun.



Chapter 20: Dream
During the week between final exams and the closing ceremony, the school arranged social practice for first and second-year high school students at various institutions. Two days before the exam, after the last morning Chinese class, Teacher Sun Yinglong posted a long list of practice units at the back of the classroom, letting everyone fill in their names during lunch break.

Returning to the classroom after lunch and seeing the crowd around the list, Qiao Qingyu went to the library first. When she returned from the library, it was almost time for class to begin, and no one was on the list, so she walked over.

“Ah Sheng!”

Shortly after she stopped, she heard Chen Shen rise from the side and call toward the back door, “We saved you a spot at the welfare institute, same as last year~”

From her peripheral vision, she saw Ming Sheng stride over. Qiao Qingyu’s hand, which had just picked up the pen, hesitated before putting it back in the whiteboard’s groove.

She moved aside one step, making room in front of the list, her gaze falling to Ming Sheng’s hanging right hand—the stitches at the tiger’s mouth were still there, like tiny thorns, pricking her nerves.

“Qiao Qingyu.”

Hearing her name suddenly from his lips, Qiao Qingyu felt flustered and guilty, slowly raising her eyes to meet his gaze.

“I still can’t write,” Ming Sheng’s gaze was somewhat dim, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he added, “Help me.”

Qiao Qingyu made a small “oh” sound and mechanically picked up the pen, searching the form with wide eyes. After a few seconds, she found the words “Huanzhou City Zhong’en Welfare Institute” at the bottom of the list. As she raised her hand, Ming Sheng said: “Not that one.”

She turned back puzzled to see him blink and turn his head to one side, saying casually: “Library.”

Then he left. Following his instruction, Qiao Qingyu carefully wrote his name in the “Huanzhou City Children’s Library” column, then briefly scanned the list and wrote her name after the only empty spot: “Huanzhou City Ninth People’s Hospital – Huanzhou University Medical School Mental Health Center.”

Although her original intention had also been to choose the library—

Li Fanghao seemed to have strong opinions about Qiao Qingyu choosing the “mental hospital,” but because Qiao Qingyu quickly explained that it was the only group without boys, she reluctantly closed her mouth. Qiao Qingyu thus experienced a slight sense of revenge. The already cold mother-daughter relationship grew even more silent, although Li Fanghao still insisted on picking up and dropping off her daughter by electric scooter every day.

There were only five No. 2 Middle School students practicing at the Ninth Hospital, and besides Qiao Qingyu, the other four girls were first-years. Within two days, Li Fanghao had memorized the appearances of these four first-year students. Her unabashed, scrutinizing gaze made Qiao Qingyu completely lack the courage to talk with her junior schoolmates. The looks they exchanged when they saw Li Fanghao were also strange, disgust mixed with curiosity, and later, a hint of concern. Qiao Qingyu was unwilling but had to admit that in their eyes, Li Fanghao was like a mental patient behaving inappropriately.

At first, Qiao Qingyu, like others, thought the often-joked-about Ninth Hospital was an eerie, horrifying cage holding many twisted faces. But after arriving, she discovered it was clean, warm, and peaceful. Her job was to help children with sensory integration disorder exercise, leading them in calisthenics, sitting on cylinders to practice balance, throwing and catching basketballs, and so on. Among them was a five-year-old girl who often fell while walking, whose parents brought her daily to train her balance. The little girl was called Xiao Cheng, and she loved Qiao Qingyu, always laughing and throwing herself into her arms when she arrived.

“Sister, I’m here!”

The sweet, childish voice, warm and gentle, melted Qiao Qingyu’s heart instantly. She played climbing and hoop-jumping games with Xiao Cheng, carefully protecting her wobbling body while riding balance bikes and pushed her on the swing until she giggled loudly. When practicing hopping on one foot, Xiao Cheng often fell, crying fiercely at first, but after Qiao Qingyu’s gentle consolation and repeated affirmation of her courage, she stopped crying.

“Sister,” one afternoon near the end of the practice period, Xiao Cheng hugged Qiao Qingyu’s neck and playfully whispered in her ear, “You’re so pretty!”

At home later, recalling Xiao Cheng’s warm words in her ear, tears welled up in Qiao Qingyu’s eyes. A scene emerged in her mind: many years ago during Spring Festival, by the heating stove in the old house in Nanqiao Village, she also liked to whisper in Qiao Baiyu’s ear like this. Was she four? Five? She couldn’t remember clearly. The content of those conversations had also blurred, leaving only the impression of Qiao Baiyu’s gentle profile with smiling eyes. The red glow of charcoal faintly illuminated Qiao Baiyu’s porcelain-like face, her large eyes looking at Qiao Qingyu sparkled with vivid light. The young Qiao Qingyu thus truly felt her sister’s heart-stirring beauty for the first time.

In those distant childhood days, she had been deeply proud of her sister.

On the last day of practice, Xiao Cheng appeared in the rehabilitation hall on time. After a series of routine exercises, the head doctor led everyone in the room to the outdoor garden. The New Year’s snow had completely disappeared under many days of bright sunshine, and ignoring the few desolate ginkgo trees, the courtyard felt as warm as if spring had already arrived. Following the doctor’s instructions, Xiao Cheng climbed onto the flower bed while Qiao Qingyu followed beside her, carefully protecting her. The cement facing of the flower bed was twenty centimeters wide—ordinary five-year-olds could run freely on it, but for Xiao Cheng, it was still quite challenging. Like walking on a balance beam, she held her arms out to both sides, staring intently at her feet without making a sound, her little face tense, the determined look of trying to overcome her inner fear moving Qiao Qingyu deeply.

One lap, fifty meters, three minutes, without falling.

The joy in Xiao Cheng’s father’s eyes was as if she had won a running championship, while her mother happily hugged her, continuously kissing her cheeks. This ordinary scene of parental love almost brought Qiao Qingyu to tears—to avoid embarrassment, she quickly stepped away, looking toward the other side of the courtyard—in that corner were many people wearing finely striped blue and white hospital gowns, all sunbathing, looking very relaxed.

“Sister!”

Turning back, Xiao Cheng was waving at her with pure, bright eyes: “Sister, I want to tell you a secret~”

Qiao Qingyu smiled and crouched down.

“Sister, I can go to primary school next year~”

“Yes!” Qiao Qingyu nodded seriously, stroking Xiao Cheng’s ponytail, and whispered in her ear: “I’ll be going to university the year after next!”

Xiao Cheng pretended to stroke Qiao Qingyu’s ponytail too, then leaned in close again: “Sister, I like you so much!”

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help hugging Xiao Cheng, then looked straight into her bright eyes, her lips unconsciously curving upward: “I like you even more!”

Then, she pulled out a bright yellow, round lollipop in clear packaging from her pocket, waving it in front of Xiao Cheng, “This is for you.”

Xiao Cheng’s eyes lit up, pointing at the green bow under the wrapper: “Wow, it has left!”

“Take it!”

“But,” Xiao Cheng looked troubled, “my parents don’t let me eat candy, they say it makes bugs grow in your teeth.”

Suddenly Qiao Qingyu felt at a loss. Today was the last day of practice, volunteers coming and going was normal at the Ninth Hospital, but she felt she should say goodbye to Xiao Cheng, in some way that wouldn’t make her cry. She hadn’t expected the unknowing child to purely reject her.

“Look,” seeming to notice the disappointment on Qiao Qingyu’s face, Xiao Cheng quickly opened her mouth wide, “I already have a cavity in here.”

“Then you really can’t eat candy,” Qiao Qingyu tenderly stroked Xiao Cheng’s face, continuing to smile, “But what I’m giving you isn’t candy.”

Xiao Cheng tilted her head, staring at the bright yellow ball in Qiao Qingyu’s hand, asking puzzled: “Then what is it?”

“It’s the sun.”

“Wow!” Xiao Cheng immediately smiled brilliantly, “What a cute little sun!”

The child’s smiling face as she accepted the lollipop was like a blooming flower, giving Qiao Qingyu a rare good dream. In the dream, she walked with her backpack on a busy street, the crowds ahead suddenly dispersed, becoming a gentle slope filled with fragrant flowers and birdsong.

She climbed slowly, and the scroll-like beautiful scenery at the other end of the lawn gradually appeared before her eyes. It was the vast clear lake she had seen at North Mountain before, and the distant Huanzhou city containing silver starlight. Her home was in Huanzhou city.

Huanzhou was far away in the dream, but the weather was mild and her backpack was light. Therefore, her dream self kept moving forward without any fatigue. There was no path, but her dream self needed no path.

After waking, Qiao Qingyu spent half a day savoring this dream, absent-mindedly getting through the morning closing ceremony. After the grade-level closing ceremony, when each class returned to their classroom, Qiao Qingyu found the desks had been pushed to both sides, with one side covered in various snacks and drinks.

The blackboard had “New Year’s Afternoon Tea” written in decorative letters, and the projection screen was cycling through photo after photo: club recruitment, English recitation competition, school football and volleyball league, autumn tour, sports meet, English drama competition, welcome party, and so on. Qiao Qingyu sat in the corner watching the passing photos, rarely seeing her own shadow. After a semester here, she had become increasingly like an invisible person in the vibrant No. 2 Middle School.

Teacher Sun Yinglong walked in, and the noisy classroom quieted somewhat. The slideshow stopped on the final photo—a group picture of the basketball team after winning the city league championship. Among a row of exceptionally tall team members, Ming Sheng stood to one side, unremarkable in height, but immediately caught Qiao Qingyu’s attention—with his unrestrained, vibrant handsomeness.

“Ah, it’s such a shame Ah Sheng can’t play,” Deng Meixi nearby muttered to Guan Lan, “At least before we had Ah Sheng who wasn’t a sports student, now everyone will say our school only relies on sports students again…”

Guan Lan laughed heartily: “But they’re OUR school’s sports students! Ours! Let’s see if you can recruit them!”

“I just feel it’s unfair to Ah Sheng,” Deng Meixi said, glancing at Qiao Qingyu, “Last year he was a substitute who barely played, this year he made it to the starting lineup through his hard work, who would have thought…”

Guan Lan nudged Deng Meixi: “Alright, don’t talk like that.”

“Next year is senior year,” Deng Meixi’s voice grew even louder, bitter and sarcastic, “He’s not a sports student, who has time to practice and play basketball then! The second year was his last chance! Wouldn’t any normal person think this is unfair to Ah Sheng!”

The class suddenly fell silent, Teacher Sun stroked his chin, looking puzzled and surprised at Deng Meixi. As if losing face, Deng Meixi shook off Guan Lan, strode to Qiao Qingyu in a few steps, raising her right hand to point at Qiao Qingyu’s nose: “You didn’t just destroy Ah Sheng’s hard work, but everyone in the school’s feelings! Tell me, how can you still sit here, how can you be so thick-skinned?”

Everyone was watching them, including the extremely shocked Ming Sheng himself nearby. Qiao Qingyu felt her whole body burning.

“Have you apologized to Ah Sheng? Surely not!” Deng Meixi fumed, “Someone like you would never apologize!”

Indeed, she hadn’t. Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips together, her neck weak, unable to raise her head.

“Deng Meixi!” Teacher Sun stepped down from the podium.

“Teacher Sun,” Deng Meixi lowered her right hand and stepped back, her voice trembling, “Shouldn’t Qiao Qingyu apologize to Ming Sheng?”

“This matter is in the past, why bring it up now,” Teacher Sun said kindly, seemingly trying to ease the tension in the class, “Besides, Qiao Qingyu’s parents have already apologized privately to Ming Sheng’s parents. Ming Sheng himself doesn’t mind, so you, as an outsider, shouldn’t worry about it…”

“It’s not just me,” Deng Meixi argued, though notably weaker, “Everyone feels it’s unfair to Ming Sheng.”

Teacher Sun laughed: “Our class has always been united, united around Ming Sheng, very cohesive, which is good, but…”

“This is between me and Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng suddenly interrupted Teacher Sun, his tone deep, seemingly suppressing anger, “It’s none of your business, Deng Meixi.”

Deng Meixi’s voice turned tearful: “I just…”

“I thought this matter was over, but unexpectedly…” Ming Sheng interrupted Deng Meixi, glancing at Qiao Qingyu before pausing, then turning to face everyone, “To avoid misunderstanding, I’ll tell everyone clearly now, just as Teacher Sun said, Qiao Qingyu has already apologized, don’t mention it again.”

“Yes, yes,” Teacher Sun contentedly continued, “After all, Qiao Qingyu is our classmate too, we should be tolerant and help each other…”

Suddenly Deng Meixi began sobbing, pushing through the crowd and rushing out of the classroom regardless. Guan Lan called her name and followed closely. The classroom erupted like a beehive. Deng Meixi was much more popular than Qiao Qingyu—countless gazes, like dense arrows, fell on Qiao Qingyu, making her want to flee too.

But she just sat there, quietly waiting for Teacher Sun to restore order, listening to Gao Chi, Ye Zilin, and others lift the mood, then hazily entering the relaxed atmosphere of “New Year’s Afternoon Tea.” Amidst her classmates’ chatting and playing, she took out her phone, pressed the simple number she knew by heart, and carefully typed three words:

I’m sorry.

Ming Sheng saw the message almost immediately—Qiao Qingyu looked up just in time to see him pick up his phone nearby. But he merely glanced at it before stuffing the phone back in his pocket. She waited all afternoon until the winter break officially began, but he never replied—

When the Day of Great Cold truly arrived, the sky brought the second snowfall, mixed with rain, fine and icy cold, unwelcoming. After dinner, Qiao Qingyu discovered the sleet had stopped, so she walked on the wet, cold ground to the canal’s edge. The grey-green water gleamed coldly. Just ten meters away was the ancient camphor tree, but after stopping to think for a moment, Qiao Qingyu ultimately didn’t continue in that direction.

Her phone vibrated continuously as she turned back.

She thought it was Li Fanghao, but after seeing the number clearly, she almost dropped the phone in shock.

It was Ming Sheng.

The buzzing drowned out her heart’s clamor, and after a while, she finally answered.

Carefully saying hello, after two seconds, Ming Sheng’s crystal-clear voice came through, carrying slight displeasure, “Why didn’t you come over?”

“Huh?” Qiao Qingyu asked confused, “Come over where?”

“The tree,” he paused, emphasizing, “Come over.”

Then he hung up. Qiao Qingyu collected herself, walked to the railing of the ancient camphor tree, and looked up to see Ming Sheng sitting on the tree fork. Their eyes met him high above.

“Can you climb trees?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “No.”

Ming Sheng stood up and untied the black scarf from his neck, using it to tie the branch beneath him, letting the end dangle and sway above Qiao Qingyu’s head, within arm’s reach.

“Try,” Ming Sheng said while nimbly climbing to a higher branch, “It’s simple.”

His tone brooked no argument. Qiao Qingyu grabbed the scarf—surprisingly soft to the touch. The lowest branch was just slightly higher than her head, and the rough trunk’s friction made it hard to slip, so she gritted her teeth, first using the scarf to step on the trunk, then hugging the thick branch where the scarf was tied with all her might, succeeding on her first try.

“Move over.” Ming Sheng’s voice came from above.

Qiao Qingyu obediently moved to the outer edge of the branch, giving up the comfortable and safe fork. To prevent falling, she sat sideways on the branch, pressing her hands firmly against the wet, rough bark beneath her.

“Why didn’t you come over just now?” Ming Sheng asked while untying his scarf after jumping down.

Before Qiao Qingyu could think of how to answer, he asked again: “Did you see me in the tree?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, watching him stuff the scarf messily into his shoulder bag, “Did you need something?”

After stuffing the scarf away, Ming Sheng resumed his casual position leaning against the tree, while pulling out a white envelope from his bag, holding it up as if displaying it, asking provocatively: “What’s this?”

It was already quite dark, but by the streetlight below, Qiao Qingyu could make out neat characters spelling “To Qiao Qingyu” on the envelope, and in the bottom right corner, the familiar light blue school emblem of “Shunyun First Middle School.”

“Has that guy’s hand healed?” Ming Sheng chuckled scornfully.

So. The emblem bore the clear character “He Kai,” and all the writing on the envelope was handwritten, though ordinary, but careful.

Now it was Ming Sheng’s hand that was injured. Karmic retribution—she had unconsciously helped He Kai get revenge.

Qiao Qingyu grew nervous. When nervous, she fell silent again.

“Are you deaf,” Ming Sheng asked somewhat exasperatedly, “or are you afraid of me? Why won’t you speak?”

“What do you want?” Qiao Qingyu tried to sound calm, forcing herself to look directly into Ming Sheng’s black but bright eyes.

“This.” Ming Sheng said, pinching the envelope between his left index and middle fingers, applying slight force, making the envelope fly out like a snowflake.

Wide-eyed, Qiao Qingyu watched it float into the cold, sluggish canal.

She withdrew her incredulous gaze: “That was my letter!”

“If it hadn’t reached you, it doesn’t count,” Ming Sheng said dismissively, “Does it hurt to lose it?”

His expression suddenly turned serious, his gaze lingering on Qiao Qingyu’s face for two seconds before shifting away as if guilty. But Qiao Qingyu, supported by anger, fearlessly kept staring at him.

“Does it?” Ming Sheng’s voice wavered, inexplicably letting out a hurried breath. He happened to be sitting in the branch’s shadow, his expression unclear in the darkness.

“You called me up the tree just to torment me? Don’t you think you’re being too arbitrary and excessive? Senior He Kai’s letter to me was my property, what right do you have to throw it away? Whether it hurts me or not is none of your business!” Qiao Qingyu burst out angrily.

After saying this in one breath, she looked down at the water, barely finding a blurry white shadow. The letter must be soaked through by now, soon to be swallowed up. It’s gone, Qiao Qingyu thought. The hurt of being bullied suddenly rose over her anger, and she suddenly felt like crying.

“I don’t like tormenting others,” Ming Sheng spoke up, as if after long contemplation, his voice slightly hoarse but surprisingly gentle, “It’s just that, every time I think of you, I feel uncomfortable.”

Qiao Qingyu glared at him sideways, lips pressed tight, eyes red.

“I don’t like this feeling,” Ming Sheng continued, his gaze dropping unfocused to the branch, “It’s been tormenting me for a while. I want to get rid of it, end it.”

Then he fell silent. Night had fallen completely, and the icy silent air made Qiao Qingyu’s blood run cold. Ming Sheng’s words echoed in her mind: uncomfortable, don’t like, torment. For a moment she thought Ming Sheng wanted to erase her existence, on this cold night unknown to anyone. He had put away the scarf—how was she supposed to get down? “Get rid of,” “end it,” what did he mean exactly?

Finally, she boldly asked: “Can you be clearer?”

“Be my girlfriend.” Ming Sheng suddenly looked at her, his eyes twinkling like summer night stars.



Chapter 21: Courage
Everything in the world stood still—from the rustling of leaves beaten by the cold wind to her breathing and heartbeat. The streetlight’s rays slanted across, perfectly illuminating Qiao Qingyu’s entire face. With no path behind her and the cold, dark canal hanging below her feet, she lost the courage to move.

“Just thinking about you makes me uncomfortable,” Ming Sheng adjusted his posture, his voice calm and steady. “This feeling isn’t just painful; it makes me slow to react. Without it, when you stabbed Ye Zilin, I wouldn’t have hesitated to grab your hand. Grabbing the blade directly—damn, that was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

These words restored Qiao Qingyu’s ability to think. So, Ming Sheng was still bothered by it. Missing the last few important basketball games would probably be a lifelong regret for him. Li Fang was right—once the harm is done, it stays there forever.

“To be honest, I think dating you would be asking for trouble,” Ming Sheng continued. “Being with you means being associated with your sister’s permanent stain, your mother is a terrifying control freak, and your brother is a fawning coward with sticky fingers.” He paused, seeming to gauge her reaction. “And you—aside from being stubborn, you just read books all day, rarely smile, and are quite boring. I can’t even understand why I fell for you.”

Qiao Qingyu had completely regained her composure.

“But I’ve figured it out. Taking this step would be liberation for both of us,” Ming Sheng’s voice was sincere and confident. “With me protecting you, no one would dare bully you.”

Silence spread through the air. After a while, Ming Sheng spoke again: “I don’t have experience with girlfriends, but I’ll treat you well, because…” He exhaled, then continued, “Because I’ve fallen for you.”

Qiao Qingyu heard the struggle in his voice and wanted to counter with “don’t force yourself,” but swallowed the words back. The initial shock had subsided, and now a peculiar dissatisfaction was bouncing around in her chest. She needed to organize her thoughts carefully.

“Qiao Qingyu, I’ve said so much,” Ming Sheng looked at her with resignation. “Can’t you be a bit more responsive?”

“You’ve made it clear that making me your girlfriend is to resolve your painful feelings—a favor to me,” Qiao Qingyu said slowly. “Well, let me be equally clear: I refuse.”

Ming Sheng’s eyes widened in disbelief: “You’re rejecting me?”

“I think when someone can analyze pros and cons so thoroughly during what’s supposed to be a ‘confession,’ it’s not real affection,” Qiao Qingyu said. “My family and I are worthless in your eyes. You even said you don’t understand why you like me. I think it’s simple—though you act domineering, you still have a conscience. That painful feeling you have is just humanitarian sympathy.”

Ming Sheng let out a scoffing laugh, as if amused by anger: “Humanitarian… you make it sound so reasonable.”

Qiao Qingyu felt somewhat sheepish at his laughter but continued anyway: “Another thing is that, unlike other girls, I don’t fawn over you or praise you, so you…”

“I think about you every damn moment,” Ming Sheng’s tone carried undisguised anger. “Just tell me straight—are you rejecting me because of He Kai?”

Qiao Qingyu was taken aback.

“It’s simple for me. If you’re already dating him, forget I said anything,” Ming Sheng waved dismissively. “But if you’re not, what reason do you have to reject me? Do you know how many girls would envy you as my girlfriend?”

“I’m not dating Senior He Kai, and as for you, I’ve already said I don’t want to,” Qiao Qingyu felt her anger rising. “Don’t you understand? Your feelings for me are like those for a pitiful little animal. I don’t think I’m pitiful, and I don’t need your reluctant charity.”

“I’m just telling you my honest thoughts,” Ming Sheng frowned. “My heart has been aching for so long—is that fake?”

“You’ll forget this feeling after winter break,” Qiao Qingyu said bluntly, inexplicably feeling close to angry tears. “After all, in your eyes, I’m boring and worthless except for bringing you pain.”

Ming Sheng sounded helpless: “Stubborn—you don’t even know how rigid you are.”

“Anyway, I refuse,” Qiao Qingyu’s anger hadn’t subsided. “Besides, with my control freak mother, how dare I date at this age?”

Ming Sheng clicked his tongue dismissively: “That’s a lie. I’ve never met anyone braver than you.”

They both fell silent. Qiao Qingyu turned to look at the river—the black waters had already swallowed any trace of that letter. Though melancholic, her breathing gradually steadied. She felt the wind again, cool against her face. Her ponytail had come loose, and wisps of hair by her temples tickled her nose.

Qiao Qingyu straightened her back and raised a hand to tuck her hair behind her ear, suddenly realizing she was sitting suspended on a tree branch. Startled, she quickly withdrew her hand and pressed both hands firmly against the branch to maintain balance, just as before.

After the shock passed, she glanced toward the shadowy part of the tree fork, inadvertently falling into a pair of brilliant, gentle eyes.

Those caught-off-guard eyes were filled with youthful tenderness, almost overflowing. The embarrassment that flashed in his pupils suggested that he hadn’t been simply looking at her, but rather carefully, tenderly stealing a kiss with his gaze.

Her heart suddenly went wild, chaotically pounding against her ribcage, her head spinning as if struck—Qiao Qingyu felt she might fall into the river at any moment.

She couldn’t understand why darkness could never hide the light in Ming Sheng’s eyes. Looking at him again, he turned away, reaching into his shoulder bag with one hand to pull out his phone.

“I…”

“I…”

Neither looking at the other, they spoke and stopped simultaneously. Just as Qiao Qingyu was thinking of letting Ming Sheng speak first, he took the initiative: “I hope you keep your word, Qiao Qingyu.”

It was his usual lazy tone, tinged with weariness, but the inherent superiority gave Qiao Qingyu no small amount of pressure.

“What?”

“No. Dating. At. This. Age.” Ming Sheng enunciated each word while lighting up his phone screen.

Qiao Qingyu had originally wanted to sincerely apologize face-to-face for stabbing him last time. But his arrogant, controlling tone made her abandon that thought.

“I’m going back,” she said coldly.

Ming Sheng stared at his phone: “Goodbye.”

“Move aside.”

“No.”

The tree branch grew upward, and her current position was not only right against the riverbank but also nearly two people’s height from the ground—jumping down was impossible. Ming Sheng’s perch was the only way down from the tree. As if having anticipated this, after saying no, Ming Sheng looked up with a half-smile: “Come on over then.”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t play his game. Right in front of Ming Sheng, she took off her cotton jacket, put her phone in the pocket, threw it under the tree, and then moved outward a few more steps before leaping into the bone-chilling canal.

Finally, after changing all her dripping wet clothes and drying her hair, Qiao Qingyu sat at her desk with a cup of hot ginger water. Ming Sheng’s words echoed in her mind: “I’ve never met anyone braver than you.” Though it was probably mockery, thinking about it now brought a strange pleasure.

Regardless, Ming Sheng had confessed to her. For any girl, this would be a glory worth bragging about. Those thirty minutes in the tree felt like a tumultuous dream, and those honey-sweet eyes she’d accidentally caught made the dream even more ethereal. But it wouldn’t do. At her desk, Qiao Qingyu opened her newly borrowed “Crime and Punishment,” attempting to use Dostoevsky’s sublimity and profundity to pull her fevered heart away from meaningless vanity.

“In early July, during an extremely hot spell, towards evening, a young man left his little room in S— Lane, stepped out onto the street, and slowly as if indecisively, headed towards K— Bridge.”

Though just a brief opening passage, Qiao Qingyu stared at it for a long time. The heat, the cramped room, stepping onto the street. One semester ago, on that stuffy afternoon when she left this confining space with adventurous dreams, how could she have known that waiting ahead was a beast with bloody jaws?

If she had obediently stayed home then, wouldn’t the past half year have been completely different?

And herself, sitting here now, would probably be in a different state of mind—monotonous, boring, and numb, just like before.

That soul-stirring glance when she first met Ming Sheng still made her heart flutter when she recalled it. If life were just like first meetings, then between us, that single inadvertent glance would have been enough—Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt incredibly dejected—you with your brilliant radiance and me with my mess of a life, we were never meant to walk the same path.

She picked up her pen, pulled out her notebook from her schoolbag, and began earnestly copying the brief opening.

“Just treat it as a dream,” Qiao Qingyu told herself, “pretend I was like the young man in the book, leaving my room and walking towards the bridge, instead of passing by Madam Feng’s newsstand. Pretend I never ran into Senior He Kai. Pretend,” her pen paused, and she closed her eyes slightly painfully, “pretend I have amnesia, forgetting everything that happened this semester, including tonight.”

Next semester would begin a truly new life.

The sound of a key entering the lock came, followed by Qiao Lusheng, Li Fanghao, and Qiao Huan entering the house in succession. Qiao Qingyu’s door wasn’t locked, and moments later, Qiao Huan, wearing a puffy down jacket, pushed open the door: “Qingqing, here!”

A string of grilled sausages appeared under Qiao Qingyu’s nose, the tempting aroma instantly arousing her taste buds. She smiled at Qiao Huan, put down her pen, and accepted them.

“Take a break,” Qiao Huan moved closer, “you’re studying too hard, doing homework even during vacation!”

“It’s not homework,” Qiao Qingyu smiled and shook her head, “just reading an extracurricular book.”

Qiao Huan leaned in closer, frowning as she slowly read the two lines at the top of the page:

Most importantly, we must first be kind, then honest, and finally, never forget each other.

“Did you write this?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu smiled, “it’s from a famous book. I copy down parts I like.”

Qiao Huan’s brow smoothed out, full of approval: “That makes sense, this is exactly how people should live…”

Her voice trailed off, seeming lost in thought. Qiao Qingyu raised the sausage to her mouth, then stopped mid-air and gently tugged at Qiao Huan’s sleeve: “Sister Huan?”

“Ah, haha, I spaced out,” Qiao Huan laughed, leaning in closer. “Hey, did you know Jinrui is getting married during New Year?”

“Brother Jinrui is getting married during New Year?”

“They got their marriage license in Huanzhou a few months ago. They’re having two ceremonies—one in the village on the sixth day of the New Year, and a formal one at the Huanzhou Hotel in March. Your uncle’s new house was built for his son’s marriage.”

Qiao Qingyu responded with a cold “Oh.”

“Your Brother Jinrui will be thirty in a couple of years, it’s a happy occasion. I didn’t think much of it at first,” Qiao Huan continued, “but seeing these words in your notebook, something just bothered me. Let me tell you, don’t laugh at me for being superstitious! Baiyu has been gone for over two years, it’ll be three years after New Year, and according to tradition, no celebrations should be held within three years of a death. So Jinrui hasn’t done anything wrong! Maybe I’m overthinking, but they moved into the new house months ago, and that’s also a celebration—shouldn’t they have waited three years for that too? And getting the marriage license before three years… But if your grandparents can be open-minded about it, why am I being so old-fashioned…”

“You feel they’re disrespecting our deceased sister by rushing things,” Qiao Qingyu interjected, looking seriously at Qiao Huan. “Because our whole family has always been known for strictly following filial piety and traditions, right?”

“Well, yes,” Qiao Huan looked at Qiao Qingyu reproachfully, “it’s not about appearances. Your grandparents—who in the village would say anything bad about them? They were moral role models in the township. If it weren’t for good family values, how could all the descendants like Jinrui, you, and Jinyu turn out so well? Only Baiyu strayed accidentally, but everyone knows that each person has their fate. Baiyu’s fate was what it was, no matter how well your grandparents treated her… Besides, your uncle and aunt were incredibly good to Baiyu, and still are to your family. When Baiyu first came to the village, Jinrui wouldn’t let her step in a speck of mud, everyone saw him carrying her around everywhere, treating her like a princess. Ah, talking about it now, I understand better—what was I uncomfortable about? Jinrui is of age, marriage is a joyous thing, who am I to overthink… I’m just uneducated and superstitious… If Baiyu knew her Brother Jinrui was getting married, she’d be even happier than him, don’t you think?”

Qiao Qingyu lowered her eyes without responding.

“Oh, you haven’t eaten your sausage, it’s getting cold,” Qiao Huan pushed Qiao Qingyu’s hand, “Quick, take a bite, I brought it, especially for you.”

“Sister Huan must feel disappointed,” Qiao Qingyu said, “After all, waiting six more months to move into the new house and get married wouldn’t have hurt the uncle’s family, and it would have shown proper respect for the sister. Their rushing makes all their previous kindness to sister seem somewhat discounted now.”

“What?” Qiao Huan looked confused, “How could they wait with the old house flooded like that? Besides, Jinrui’s girlfriend is from the city of Huanzhou, I heard her parents are both senior officials, they’re getting old and hoping their only daughter marries soon. Jinrui might be able to wait, but the girl can’t.”

Perhaps seeing Qiao Qingyu’s unconcealed dissatisfaction, Qiao Huan suddenly became nervous: “Qingqing, your parents told me not to mention Jinrui’s marriage to you earlier, saying you’re rebellious now and might throw a tantrum… I mentioned it because I thought you were young and educated, you wouldn’t be superstitious like me about the three-year thing, right? You’ve always been sensible, how could you make trouble? I just don’t understand, right? Besides, you’ll find out about Jinrui’s wedding on the sixth when you return to Nanqiao Village anyway… we’re going back tomorrow…”

The latter part sounded like Qiao Huan justifying it to herself. Qiao Qingyu gently patted her shoulder, smiling reassuringly: “Sister Huan, my parents don’t understand me. Brother Jinrui’s marriage is a good thing. As long as he’s sincere and honest about marriage, I’m happy for him and wish him well.”

“That’s what I’m saying, what’s the point of having issues with Jinrui for no reason, right? Brother Jinrui has been good to you too, giving you red envelopes every New Year, right?” Qiao Huan brightened up.

“The red envelopes are all with my mom.”

“You’ll get more this year at his wedding,” Qiao Huan winked, “Jinrui is generous. If you help out at the wedding, he’ll surely give you an even bigger red envelope.”

Ten days until the wedding. Qiao Qingyu could hardly wait.



Chapter 22: Honesty
Qiao Qingyu’s anticipation for the New Year was suddenly extinguished the year Qiao Baiyu passed away. Before she turned fourteen, the Spring Festival was the only legitimate reason for Qiao Qingyu to have new clothes. This simple expectation sustained her, making all those family traditions—which seemed dispensable to outsiders—appear lovable and respectable to her.

While Qiao Jinyu ran around setting off firecrackers with other village children, she assisted her grandfather Qiao Lilong in writing Spring Festival couplets, carefully grinding ink on the inkstone.

When Qiao Baiyu sulked in her room, refusing to come out, she busied herself serving the “eight cold dishes and eight hot stir-fries” to the large round table, arranging the New Year’s Eve dinner seats according to age and status. The Lilong family was South Qiao Village’s most tradition-bound clan, and Qiao Qingyu was considered the most sensible child in everyone’s eyes.

During the Spring Festival when Qiao Baiyu was hospitalized, Qiao Qingyu, remaining in South Qiao Village, still meticulously followed all the New Year customs like the other adults, though her expression was grave.

According to family tradition, bathing and hair washing were forbidden from the first to the third day of the New Year. This usually wasn’t difficult, but that year’s heavy atmosphere made Qiao Qingyu particularly crave the feeling of being showered. The craving was so intense that on the evening of the second day, while the adults were asleep, she secretly boiled water and carefully washed the grime from her hair with a cup—with Baiyu critically ill, waves of visitors came to express concern to her grandparents, and the perpetual haze of cigarette smoke had made her hair unbearable.

She discovered that breaking traditions wasn’t difficult, especially when anger filled her heart—the adults ignored her violent coughing from the cigarette smoke that made it nearly impossible to eat, while they eagerly offered cigarettes to visiting well-wishers, leaving her feeling wronged and furious. The grand expectations of Spring Festival built throughout her childhood collapsed overnight, and coupled with the grief of Qiao Baiyu’s death, the words “Spring Festival” lost their vibrant color in Qiao Qingyu’s heart from that moment on.

But this year was different from the previous two.

The newly decorated house stood like a gorgeous peacock ready to display, attracting the whole village’s attention before even fully revealing itself. The busy adults, shedding the gloom of the past three years, smiled with such satisfaction and purity, their moved faces like those who had groped through a dark tunnel finally seeing daylight.

Qiao Jinrui was getting married. Joy permeated the spacious new house, yet somehow failed to touch Qiao Qingyu.

Most of the time, she shut herself in the empty guest room on the third floor, doing homework, reading, or staring into space. Where the red sofa used to be now stood a wooden desk; there was no need to ask where the sofa had gone. In the adults’ view, keeping things Qiao Baiyu had used in the joyous new house was inappropriate—unlucky, that’s right.

Qiao Baiyu had brought shame to the family while alive and died ingloriously. She was a disgrace and bad luck, so she had to be erased.

Her parents’ disposal of all Qiao Baiyu’s belongings was equivalent to announcing to everyone that this daughter wasn’t worth remembering.

Heavy anger pressed Qiao Qingyu down at her desk. Her sister was already dead, she thought furiously, yet they still wanted to kill her a second time.

As Spring Festival approached, firecrackers constantly exploded in South Qiao Village, the near and distant pops repeatedly igniting the fuse in Qiao Qingyu’s heart. When things finally quieted down, Qiao Qingyu took out “Crime and Punishment,” but just as she turned a page, she heard Qiao Jinrui’s phone conversation outside.

“They arrived, arrived yesterday, don’t worry,” Jinrui’s voice came through the door. “My mom, grandmother, aunt, they’re all helping fold them, there’s definitely enough time! Oh right, and my sister! She can help too!”

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but sit up straight.

“It’s not complicated, not at all,” Jinrui’s voice was gentle. “We’re only getting married once, of course, everything should be to your satisfaction. I won’t let you be wronged… If you don’t trust me, I’ll have Qingqing help. She’s detail-oriented, and I’ll send you photos after the room is decorated, okay?”

Qiao Qingyu frowned.

“Mm-hmm, just rest well, my little fairy,” Jinrui’s voice turned syrupy. “Don’t worry about anything, my precious.”

Seconds later, there was a knock at the door.

“Qingqing, are you there?”

Qiao Qingyu went to open it.

“Tomorrow’s New Year’s Eve, take a break,” Jinrui didn’t enter the room. “Shutting yourself in all day, without even a computer to play with, how boring~”

“Just like sister used to do.”

The words slipped out, surprising even Qiao Qingyu herself.

Jinrui’s smile noticeably stiffened: “Heh, I have a computer in my room, go use it! Chat with your classmates online or something! Come on, right now, your parents are out, I won’t tell them you’re using the computer, come on… staying in your room all day will make you sick…”

He turned to go downstairs, and Qiao Qingyu closed her door, following behind him.

“Where did my parents go?”

“To town to buy fish, if they don’t go today it’ll be too late,” Jinrui’s words were full of joy. “Think about it, on the sixth day, sixteen tables! Grandfather spent the past two days making an enclosure with bricks in the stream, just to keep fish, won’t kill them until the banquet day.”

“Can the courtyard fit sixteen tables?”

“It’ll just fit if we squeeze them in. Can’t help it, our family has good relationships in the village, ended up with two or three more tables than planned,” Jinrui turned a corner, quickening his pace. “All thanks to the generations of goodwill our elders built up~”

Qiao Qingyu hurried to keep up with him.

Jinrui’s room was the largest on the second floor, with its own bathroom and balcony, fully equipped with desk, cabinets, sofa, TV, air conditioning, everything. Above the headboard hung a huge wedding photo, where a happy-looking Xiaoyu nestled against Jinrui’s shoulder, her dreamlike white veil forming a perfect arc behind her back, like ethereal wings.

“I think this photo’s too plain, grandparents also said the black background isn’t nice for a wedding photo,” Jinrui said, following Qiao Qingyu’s gaze. “But Xiaoyu insisted on this one and said something about minimalist style. What do you think?”

They were a perfect couple in the photo. Qiao Qingyu was momentarily lost in thought, then caught herself and sincerely exclaimed: “I think it’s very elegant, Sister Xiaoyu has good taste.”

Jinrui chuckled: “Well, I listen to her about these things, as long as she’s happy.”

He went to the desk, bent down to click the mouse a few times, and pointed at the images on the screen: “Qingqing, come look at these reference photos, help me decorate the wedding room these next few days… Xiaoyu says the dark brown furniture is ugly, wants white, I specially bought some stickers, let’s try covering the furniture these days… And the walls, she sent over wallpaper and decorative ribbons…”

“Okay.”

“You’re meticulous,” Jinrui stood up. “Xiaoyu has high standards, I can’t trust others to be careful enough~”

“Brother Jinrui,” Qiao Qingyu paused, glancing at the wedding photo on the wall, “you’re getting married, you must be happy?”

The moment she asked, Qiao Qingyu felt something pierce through her chest, silent yet violent.

“Ah ha,” Jinrui nodded casually, “happy, of course, I’m happy, just busy… Originally Xiaoyu and I planned to have a destination wedding, but both families didn’t agree, and now we need two banquets, so there’s so much to do… Well, marriage is about two families, Xiaoyu’s an only child, and I’m an only son, and both sets of parents only get this one chance, of course, they want to celebrate properly… You need to help me these next few days! Stop staying in your room all the time, I’m your only brother, right? Such a joyous family occasion, if people heard you were hiding away all day, what would they say!”

“I…”

“I’m not like the elders, always trying to control you,” Jinrui continued. “I care about you as a brother. Your parents are too strict with you. These days, just say you’re helping me decorate the wedding room, use my computer whenever you want, how’s that? Don’t make yourself sick staying cooped up.”

After his stream of words, Jinrui smiled: “Little Yu doesn’t even have a computer to play with, see how good your brother is to you?”

Qiao Qingyu remained unmoved.

“Qingqing,” Jinrui’s tone became earnest, “you have something on your mind.”

Qiao Qingyu looked at him, stepped forward, and sat on the edge of the bed.

Jinrui smiled again, heartily this time: “If it’s love troubles, as someone who’s been there, your brother’s advice is: don’t date in high school.”

Qiao Qingyu lowered her head.

“Puppy love ruins lives,” Jinrui sighed, “especially for girls.”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s continued silence, he went on: “Looks like I guessed right. I mean, what other worries could you have at your age besides love troubles? Which boy is it? From Huan Second High? Sunyun First High? Did he bully you? If he did, tell me, I’ll find a way to scare him, get revenge for you…”

“Brother Jinrui,” Qiao Qingyu spoke up, raising her head to look at him steadily, “have you ever bullied a girl before?”

A flash of surprise crossed Jinrui’s eyes, then he turned his head and chuckled: “Do I look like someone who would bully girls?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I’m your brother, you’re not sure about my character?” Jinrui’s eyes widened, “Besides if I bullied girls, would our family still have such a good reputation in the village? Would my leaders at work value me? Everyone can see, they’ve all watched me grow up, you doubt my character?”

“Then,” Qiao Qingyu reminded herself to stay calm, “what happened with sister?”

“Sister?”

“Baiyu.”

Those last two words made Jinrui’s pupils suddenly dilate, then retreat into emptiness. He quickly recovered, his eyebrows knotting like rope: “Baiyu? What about her? Why are you thinking about Xiaobai?”

“When sister was twelve, she wrote about what happened between you two in her diary.”

Jinrui’s eyebrows knotted even tighter, his neck stretched forward, his mouth slightly open, his exaggerated look of surprise making Qiao Qingyu feel disgusted.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” she pressed.

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“You keep telling me not to date young, but you were the one who made sister date early,” Qiao Qingyu stared intently into his eyes. “You bullied her, you ruined her life.”

“Haha,” Jinrui sat up straight, his shoulders shaking twice, “what are you thinking about all day? Why make up such nonsense?”

“I’m not bringing this up because I’m bored or trying to make trouble for you,” Qiao Qingyu said. “I truly feel the injustice done to sister. But she’s gone, and the living must continue living—I understand this principle. I’m not trying to make things difficult for you.”

Jinrui turned his head away without responding.

“I thought for a long time about whether I should bring this up with you,” Qiao Qingyu suppressed the emotions surging in her heart. “But if I don’t say it, I can’t sincerely congratulate you on your marriage.”

She turned to look at the wedding photo by the bed: “I want to genuinely wish you and Sister Xiaoyu well, so I must say this.”

“Brother Jinrui,” Qiao Qingyu turned back, “you… were sincere about sister then, right? After all, she was so beautiful… Young and reckless, you made a mistake in a moment of impulse, so that’s why…”

“Enough,” Jinrui suddenly stood up, “I see you’ve really made yourself sick, talking nonsense. I don’t know what you’re rambling about.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” Qiao Qingyu also stood up, anger rising suddenly. “And I want to ask you, does Sister Xiaoyu know about the despicable things you did in the past? Have you been honest with her?”

“Ridiculous!” Jinrui raised his voice, “Have you been reading too many romance novels?”

“Marriage is the union of two hearts, two complete hearts without any reservations,” Qiao Qingyu clutched her chest, visibly agitated. “You’re hiding your ugly past, just using false sentiments to satisfy her demands. Ask yourself, is this what you call perfect love?”

“What do you know! I’ve always spoken well of you to your mother, but I see your parents are right—you’ve gotten carried away, you need discipline!”

“Brother Jinrui!” Qiao Qingyu called out to him as he opened the door, took a deep breath, and asked solemnly: “Can you put your hand on your heart and say you never bullied sister?”

“Heh,” Jinrui tilted his head, his left hand unconsciously clenching into a fist, though his tone oddly returned to gentleness: “Qingqing, your parents should be worried about all your wild imaginings.”

In Qiao Qingyu’s view, Jinrui’s hurried departure betrayed his panic, indicating her words had somewhat shaken him. Though she was dissatisfied with his outright denial, after calming down she understood his reaction. With his wedding approaching, the universally praised Qiao Jinrui couldn’t confess his past wrongdoings to his “immature” cousin.

When she returned to sit at her third-floor desk, Qiao Qingyu felt indignant yet helpless, thinking perhaps Qiao Baiyu’s distant past should just scatter with the wind.

Even if Jinrui openly admitted his mistakes, what then? Should he kowtow at Baiyu’s grave? Should he not get married?

The dead cannot be brought back to life, and besides, Qiao Qingyu had witnessed Jinrui’s genuine grief when Baiyu first passed away. Thinking of the red envelope he secretly slipped into the fruit basket months ago with “Expression of Regret” written on it, Qiao Qingyu thought, Brother Jinrui had been expressing his remorse all along.

As for whether he was honest with Xiaoyu, as an unrelated cousin, she had no right to interfere too much.

Though she understood the logic, the anger and disappointment still lingered in her heart, refusing to disperse. As darkness fell, from the courtyard below came Aunt Liu Yanfen’s loud invitation for Qiao Dayong to come sit inside. A few minutes later, when Qiao Qingyu went downstairs for water, she overheard Liu Yanfen and Qiao Dayong’s conversation.

“Stop thinking about descendants, that money you spent buying a wife, you should’ve built a house instead…” Liu Yanfen sat by the stove, shelling beans as she spoke.

Qiao Dayong took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhaled forcefully: “That woman ruined my life, how did I end up spending money on such bad luck? Besides knowing how to write a few words, what else could she do? Had a daughter and made such a fuss about it, couldn’t even raise her properly! She was crazy herself and still went to deceive Xiaobai! When she had her episodes, what was wrong with me hitting her a few times? The shameless woman would still run to Xiaobai’s room, tricking Xiaobai into protecting her! Such women are just evil-minded, knowing a few words and thinking they’re something special…”

Qiao Qingyu finished getting water, holding the warm glass in both hands, turned, pushed open the half-closed door, and walked into the inner room.

“Qingqing’s here,” Qiao Dayong exhaled smoke, gave a dry laugh, and continued speaking into Liu Yanfen’s ear: “I’m just an honest man, spent money to buy a wife, wasn’t it just to have descendants? When that woman wasn’t having episodes, I told her many times, just give me a son, raise him until he goes to university, then she can leave if she wants. I’d accept the village laughing at me for my wife running away, but she was so stubborn, every night she’d start acting crazy, refusing to sleep with me…”

“Ahem,” Liu Yanfen quickly interrupted Qiao Dayong, “the child is here, stop talking about these things!”

Through the swirling smoke, Qiao Dayong squinted at Qiao Qingyu: “After all, they’re sisters. Used to say Qingqing was too small and skinny to be from the Lilong family, but these past two years she’s grown up suddenly, looking more and more like Xiaobai!”

Liu Yanfen coughed twice more: “Dayong, it’s almost New Year, don’t bring up unlucky things.”

“Hehe,” Qiao Dayong flicked ash into the stove, suddenly slapping his forehead: “Oh right, Qingqing, let me get a notebook, help me see what’s written in it.”

“What notebook?” Liu Yanfen asked first.

“Well, with New Year coming, I was cleaning a few days ago and found a notebook under that woman’s bed,” Qiao Dayong explained somewhat timidly. “It’s full of foreign writing like earthworms, I can’t understand it. Qingqing knows English, help me take a look.”

Liu Yanfen’s face showed difficulty: “She was crazy, what could she write! Why keep carrying this notebook around? Just take it to sweep the tomb tomorrow and burn it for her!”

“I will burn it, just…”

“I’ll go with you to look at it, Uncle Dayong.” Qiao Qingyu stood up.

Upon arrival, she discovered that what Qiao Dayong called a notebook was dozens of elementary school composition books from years ago bound together, as thick as a dictionary. It was densely filled with English writing, sometimes in pencil, in ballpoint pen, and sometimes in fountain pen, but the handwriting was consistent. After roughly flipping through two pages, Qiao Qingyu’s curiosity was completely caught. Seeing it was getting late, with Qiao Dayong’s permission, she took this English diary back to Qiao Haisheng’s new house.

After dinner, she retreated to the third-floor guest room, using homework as an excuse to open and read the diary. It was clear that Aunt Qin’s English level was limited, but she wrote quite seriously, introducing her name, birthplace, primary and secondary schools, her parents’ names, and occupations as if writing a memoir for herself.

Due to the simple vocabulary and sentence structure, Qiao Qingyu read quickly. Halfway through, “Xiaobai” appeared among the words, and Qiao Qingyu’s attention immediately sharpened.

“She was very kind, very beautiful, like my daughter, PanPan.”

Someone was coming upstairs. Qiao Qingyu hurriedly closed the diary and hid it in her school bag.

Li Fanghao pushed open the door.

“Everyone’s downstairs by the fire,” she came closer, placing her hand on the back of Qiao Qingyu’s head. “Qingqing, come down too. Your grandparents like having everyone together.”

“Mm.”

Standing up, she noticed Li Fanghao seemed to have something to say, her eyes full of indecipherable content.

“What is it, Mom?”

“Qingqing,” Li Fanghao’s voice carried panic, “that diary of Xiaobai’s you found earlier, just pretend you never saw it, understand?”

Without waiting for Qiao Qingyu’s response, she continued: “This is a family shame, family shame, do you understand? Smart people would pretend not to know… Your sister’s reputation was already bad, if people found out that at twelve she… you need to know some people have poisonous tongues, if outsiders learned about this, how could our family hold our heads up in the village? Just now Jinrui came to me and told me about this afternoon, your grandmother overheard, and now the whole family is waiting for you downstairs… When you go down, don’t be stubborn, just agree with whatever the adults say, understand?”

“But…”

“If this gets out, our whole family will be ruined,” Li Fanghao shook her head sadly. “Your sister is gone, let her rest in peace.”

“But sister was wronged.”

“This was her fate,” Li Fanghao mumbled, “everyone has their fate… Anyway, if this comes up, just say you were talking nonsense this afternoon…”

“I don’t want to lie,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted Li Fanghao, “I don’t want to deceive myself and others.”

“You don’t know anything!” Li Fanghao suddenly roared, “Do you know that bringing this up is like stabbing a knife into my heart? Have some pity on your mother! You used to be so kind!”

The word “kind” was like a powerful hand, choking Qiao Qingyu’s throat, rendering her speechless.



Chapter 23: Kindness
The inner room was warm and cozy, with the whole family gathered inside. Qiao Lilong, Qiao Haisheng, and Qiao Lusheng sat by the fire stove. Qiao Jinyu lounged on a sofa away from the stove watching TV, while Qiao Jinrui stood to one side texting. Liu Yanfen and Grandmother Fang Zhaodi sat around a cardboard box near the tea table, their hands busy at work.

As Qiao Qingyu approached, she could see they were folding candy boxes for the wedding. Li Fanghao joined them as soon as she entered. There was an empty spot next to Qiao Jinyu that seemed reserved for Qiao Qingyu, but she didn’t go over—that position faced the tea table directly, which meant she’d have to help with the work. Seeing her standing there, Qiao Lilong waved, “Qingqing, come warm yourself by the fire.”

“Come join us folding in a bit,” Li Fanghao turned back, giving Qiao Qingyu a meaningful look.

The room was stuffy. Sitting down by the fire stove, Qiao Qingyu picked up the fire tongs and gently covered the glowing charcoal with ash. Beside her, Qiao Lilong spoke up: “Qingqing, you’ve been home for two or three days now, but you never come downstairs except for meals. This won’t do.”

“People will find it strange if you stay indoors all day. Those who don’t know might think our family is too strict, not letting girls go out…” Qiao Haisheng added.

Liu Yanfen turned around: “These days, outgoing girls are popular. Girls who stay inside all day without seeing anyone get talked about! Qingqing looks proper and well-behaved, but if people start saying she has a strange personality, wouldn’t that be terrible?”

“That’s right,” Grandmother Fang Zhaodi said, “We’ve had many guests lately, and they all ask about Qingqing.”

“I have a lot of homework,” Qiao Qingyu mumbled, head down, aimlessly poking at the ashes, “Besides, I hardly know these guests.”

Though her voice was soft, it still reached Grandfather Qiao Lilong’s ears. He coughed twice to show his disapproval, then criticized loudly: “When others ask about you, they mean well. Being cheerful, greeting them, and serving them tea—that’s what being sensible means! School doesn’t start tomorrow, you’ll have plenty of time to finish your homework!”

“That’s right, for a girl, doing reasonably well in school is enough. After all, you’ll get married eventually. Making a good impression on others and leaving a good reputation is what’s most important,” Fang Zhaodi immediately agreed. “I also need to say something about Lusheng and Fanghao—this isn’t how you raise a daughter. Character is more important than grades! It was fine letting Xiaoyu go to sports school by himself, he came home every week anyway. Qingqing was doing well at Xunyun First High, so why transfer schools? The whole family moving to Huanzhou, having to rent a place, isn’t that troublesome? Huanzhou has all sorts of questionable people. It’s fine for Xiaoyu as a boy to experience the world there, but Qingqing is a girl, she could easily be led astray…”

“Mom,” Li Fanghao interrupted Fang Zhaodi, “We took Qingqing to Huanzhou so she could get into a good university. Competition is fierce these days… Besides, she’s very well-behaved, only thinks about studying and nothing else, so don’t worry.”

“How could you know what’s really in her mind?” Liu Yanfen smiled meaningfully. “Girls have complicated thoughts. Some mature early and go down the wrong path at eleven or twelve. Qingqing developed late, but you still need to be careful now.”

A brief silence fell over the room. Qiao Qingyu buried her face in her knees, using the fire tongs to forcefully break a piece of hot charcoal. Just as she was about to poke at a second piece, a large hand reached over and roughly snatched the tongs away.

“Grandfather, Grandmother, Uncle, and Aunt have given you so much advice, did you take any of it to heart?” Qiao Lusheng threw the tongs to the ground and demanded angrily.

Everyone looked at her, including the texting Qiao Jinrui. Strange—Qiao Qingyu had intended to nod perfunctorily, but now her head felt frozen, unable to move.

“Qingqing might be a bit introverted and timid, but she’s been well-behaved since she was little,” Li Fanghao quickly smiled to ease the tension. “Besides, she’s kind and intelligent, knows what’s important. She definitely won’t go down the wrong path.”

The word “kind” pierced Qiao Qingyu’s heart for the second time, making it ache.

“Qingqing, ah,” Qiao Lilong sighed, “Listen to grandfather. After the New Year, let your parents take you and Jinyu to the police station to change your name. This character ‘Yu,’ it’s not auspicious.”

Fang Zhaodi spoke as if comforting Qiao Qingyu: “Once you change your name, you’ll be happier. There’s something… well, the children are grown now, we might as well tell them.” She furrowed her brow, and seeing no objection, continued: “The Taoist priestess from Dongliyuan said Xiaobai left too suddenly, couldn’t let go, so her soul needed to find a host, so…”

“So I’m possessed by my sister’s soul, right?” Qiao Qingyu raised her head coldly.

“Change your name and she won’t be able to find you anymore,” Fang Zhaodi nodded earnestly at Qiao Qingyu. “Qingqing, you’ve changed so much since coming home this time… Don’t be afraid, Xiaobai definitely won’t harm you, it’s just that her bad habits have transferred to you, like how she used to always lock herself in her room and not come out…”

“Until she went crazy,” Qiao Haisheng nodded in agreement.

Another silence. Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth, but ultimately swallowed back the words “You’re the crazy ones.”

“Qingqing…” Fang Zhaodi’s voice was old and kind, “Look, you’re the only girl in the family now, you’re our treasure…”

“What kind of crazy was my sister?” Qiao Qingyu looked around at everyone, surprisingly calm.

“Here,” Qiao Lilong said, staring seriously at Qiao Qingyu while raising his right hand to tap his skull, “Your sister, she was crazy here.”

“Not clear-headed,” Qiao Qingyu’s nose stung and her lips trembled slightly, “No self-respect.”

“Since we’re talking about Xiaobai today, I have to say more,” Liu Yanfen’s expression hardened. “Look, Lusheng, Fanghao, Dad, Mom, you’re all here… How well we treated Xiaobai before, everyone in the village saw it! We truly gave her our hearts, and raised her like our own daughter! When we had good food, Xiaobai always got it before Jinrui! Wasn’t Jinrui good to Xiaobai? That was sincere! Worried she’d be taken advantage of by men, Jinrui went everywhere with her! Wasn’t he a good brother? It was only in Jinrui’s senior year when he was busy with studies and couldn’t watch over Xiaobai that she started making questionable friends at school and went down the wrong path…”

“And led Brother Jinrui down the wrong path too, right?”

Qiao Qingyu’s sudden loud question was like a thunderclap, interrupting Liu Yanfen’s endless chatter. No one spoke for a moment, making the room feel even stuffier. Despite sitting by the fire stove for so long, Qiao Qingyu felt her hands and feet were still ice cold, though sweat had broken out on her forehead.

“How did Jinrui go wrong?” Qiao Haisheng looked at Qiao Qingyu, his eyes full of rebuke. “Jinrui has been obedient and filial since childhood, got into a key university, and became a civil servant, which leader at his workplace doesn’t praise him? He’s always been proper, when has he ever done anything bad?”

Qiao Qingyu’s gaze passed over Qiao Haisheng, fixing steadily on Qiao Jinrui’s face: “Really, Brother Jinrui?”

“What’s wrong with you, child?” Qiao Lilong couldn’t help but start scolding, “Why are you turning against your family? Has the family mistreated you, do we owe you something? Your Brother Jinrui’s character—go outside and ask anyone! Do you know Jinrui is getting married? This is completely improper!”

“If Jinrui had any problems, Xiaoyun’s parents wouldn’t be willing to marry such a good girl to our family,” Fang Zhaodi also got excited, “Qingqing, think about it, if our family had any issues, would her parents, who are all officials, be willing to let Xiaoyun marry into our family? We’re just country folk! It’s because Jinrui is capable and reliable! Who knows what you’re thinking!”

Li Fanghao remained motionless, her face ashen. Qiao Lusheng just kept poking at the charcoal with the fire tongs. Qiao Jinyu still lounged on the sofa, maintaining his lazy demeanor. Suddenly Qiao Qingyu felt helplessly like crying.

At this moment, Qiao Jinrui walked over and patted Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder kindly: “Qingqing, you and Xiaobai were sisters, close to each other. She left so suddenly, you’ve been feeling unwell inside, we all understand…”

“Speaking it out helps, it helps,” Qiao Lusheng mumbled, reaching over to pat Qiao Qingyu’s arm. “Qingqing, don’t think about it anymore, let your sister rest in peace.”

“My sister used to be so well-behaved, why did she suddenly lose her self-respect?” Qiao Qingyu looked around with tears in her eyes.

Qiao Lilong sighed: “This is fate, everyone has their fate.”

“I think Dayong’s crazy wife led Xiaobai astray before,” Liu Yanfen declared emphatically. “He should have locked that crazy woman in her room long ago! He was just lazy, didn’t want to cook for the crazy woman, always letting her out to do things…”

Fang Zhaodi nodded approvingly, then shook her head: “Ah, Xiaobai had such a bitter fate.”

“Qingqing is at a sensitive age now, having some strange thoughts is normal,” Li Fanghao turned her head, her voice calm but expression somewhat distant. “Fortunately, she’s been a kind girl since she was little, always understanding of her elders’ hardships and good intentions. Now that things are cleared up, it’ll be fine.”

“Just remember that family would never harm family,” Qiao Lusheng added earnestly to Qiao Qingyu, “It’s New Year’s, try to be happier, don’t always make your grandparents worry.”

From the side, Qiao Jinyu suddenly sat up straight: “Actually, I also think that now that Big Sister is gone, she’d surely want everyone to remember her good side. Even if she were alive, she wouldn’t want to bring up the unfortunate past.”

Everyone murmured sounds of approval.

“No matter what, Xiaobai was a kind child. Everyone in our family is kind-hearted,” Liu Yanfen remarked thoughtfully. “We all just want everyone to live well, right?”

Her words received unanimous agreement from everyone.

Qiao Qingyu stood up: “I’m going to the bathroom.”

In the cold bathroom mirror, she saw her pale face, her lifeless pupils etched with the word “despair.”

“First we must be kind, then honest, and finally we must never forget each other.”

Dostoevsky’s words echoed in her mind. If only it were that easy, she thought.

“Sister,” Qiao Qingyu whispered, breathing white wing-shaped clouds onto the mirror, watching as invisible cold air devoured them bit by bit until they vanished completely.

The next day was New Year’s Eve. Early in the morning, Qiao Qingyu satisfied her family’s expectations by not retreating to her room after breakfast. Under the thin sunlight, she sat in a corner of the courtyard with an old, thick English notebook, flipping through it rapidly.

With both New Year and a wedding coinciding, everyone in the family was busy running around. Liu Yanfen called Qiao Qingyu twice to help fold candy boxes in the inner room, but Qiao Qingyu refused both times. The third time, Liu Yanfen brought Li Fanghao from the kitchen to pressure Qiao Qingyu together, and only then did she close the final page of the notebook and reluctantly stand up.

Seeing her obvious resistance, Li Fanghao quickly spoke: “Qingqing, rest your eyes a bit. Those candy boxes are tricky and we’re short on time. You’re good with your hands, come help, be good.”

“I will help,” Qiao Qingyu nodded, raising the notebook in her hand, “but I need to return this to Uncle Dayong first.”

“What? You brought that crazy woman’s things home yesterday?” Liu Yanfen was horrified.

“Uncle Dayong said he’s going to burn it when he visits the graves this afternoon, so I rushed to finish reading it,” Qiao Qingyu said casually. “I’ll return it first, then come back to fold candy boxes.”

After leaving the courtyard, she spotted Qiao Jinrui making a phone call by the road and walked over to gently tap his shoulder with the notebook.

“My sister’s here, hold on, hold on,” Qiao Jinrui said, covering the phone’s microphone, quickly hiding his smile. “What is it?”

“These are Aunt Qin’s records, in English,” Qiao Qingyu said directly. “She wrote down what you did to my sister.”

Like seeing a ghost in broad daylight, Qiao Jinrui’s face instantly contorted.

“Qingqing,” his hand first gripped the phone tightly, then without hesitation pressed the end call button, his eyes turning cold: “I don’t know what to say to you…”

“Xiaobai and her brother fell in love, the love was wrong, but Xiaobai gave her first time to her brother.” Reading this, Qiao Qingyu paused, ignoring Qiao Jinrui’s extremely shocked face, and continued: “She had a baby, so her family discovered and stopped their love. She went to the hospital and took away the baby. Her brother went to university. She cried, cried, and cried at night.”

“Brother Jinrui,” Qiao Qingyu snapped the notebook shut, looking straight into Qiao Jinrui’s eyes, “Did you assault your twelve-year-old sister?”

The contempt on Qiao Jinrui’s face masked his panic: “You believe the random writings of a crazy woman?”

“I believe she was lucid when writing in English,” Qiao Qingyu said. “Do you dare answer my question?”

“What question?”

“You heard, I’ll ask one last time,” Qiao Qingyu said, enunciating each word, “In your college entrance exam year, did you assault your twelve-year-old sister, causing her to become pregnant?”

Qiao Jinrui scoffed, was silent for two seconds, then said: “You really dare to say such things.”

“I want you to answer with your conscience.”

“Qingqing, there’s a proper order between young and old. I’m twelve years older than you, I’m your brother, by rights you have no place to speak to me like this,” Qiao Jinrui looked into the distance. “However,” he suddenly turned back, his tone icy, “I’ll still answer you.”

Qiao Qingyu held her breath.

“I did not.”

As if afraid Qiao Qingyu wouldn’t believe him, he quickly added: “If you don’t believe me, ask anyone else in the family.”

“No need,” Qiao Qingyu responded coldly. “Brother Jinrui, lies have consequences.”

“Quickly return the notebook, let Uncle Dayong burn it,” Qiao Jinrui turned his head. “Brother kindly advises you, to stop speaking nonsense like a crazy person.”

Slowly approaching the unrecognizable old house, Qiao Qingyu inexplicably couldn’t raise her head. From far away, she could see the room where Qiao Baiyu once lived was dark and hollow, like a house whose heart had been forcibly carved out.

Desolate, and frightening.

Qiao Dayong, who was organizing offerings for the grave visit, immediately put the notebook into the plastic bag with spirit money as soon as he received it, turning to ask Qiao Qingyu: “Did that woman write in a foreign language to curse me, afraid I’d beat her if she wrote in Chinese?”

Qiao Qingyu slowly shook her head.

“She didn’t curse me?” Qiao Dayong closed the bamboo lid of the offering basket. “Then what did she write?”

After pondering for a while, Qiao Qingyu answered: “Aunt Qin wrote a story.”

“She could write stories?”

“The life story of a woman trampled by society.”

“What?” Qiao Dayong clearly didn’t understand.

“It’s her own story,” Qiao Qingyu smiled slightly, though her voice was full of sorrow. “Uncle Dayong, does this notebook have to be burned?”

“Of course, it has to be burned, why keep it at home when the person is gone… Is that woman cursing me in the notebook? Cursing me to have no descendants!”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head firmly. “Aunt Qin Wenqiu was a kind-hearted good person.”

But what did that matter? She was still toyed with by fate, kidnapped by human traffickers on her way home from work, imprisoned in this ignorant southern village, lost the unexpectedly received but precious child, lost her sanity as a human being and finally left this world tragically.

Once again, Qiao Qingyu felt an unprecedented disgust for the empty words “kindness.”



Chapter 24: True Heart
The most brilliant fireworks in her memory bloomed on a summer night ten years ago, the day Qiao Jinrui received his acceptance letter from Huanzhou University. Qiao Qingyu remembered her own excitement, remembered the large round table laden with sumptuous food and adults toasting each other, and remembered Baiyu that night—in the chaos of the crowded courtyard, she glowed in her white dress, ethereal as if not of this world.

She also remembered how, when the fireworks exploded freely in the sky and their petals fell like rain, Qiao Jinrui bent down to cover Baiyu’s ears with gentle hands.

These past few days, though she rarely confined herself to the third-floor guest room anymore, her thoughts remained imprisoned, circling endlessly between those few fragments of memory. Yes, people used to say Baiyu and Jinrui’s relationship was enviably close, closer than real siblings.

Whatever food Baiyu couldn’t finish, Jinrui would wordlessly transfer to his bowl; when Baiyu’s hands were cold in winter, Jinrui would open his collar and let her warm them against his neck. Like the adults, Qiao Qingyu once thought Jinrui gentle and attentive, but now she saw that Jinrui had been too meticulous with Baiyu—his care had crossed a line. If caring for younger siblings was in his nature, he should have treated Qiao Qingyu and Qiao Jinyu equally, but he didn’t.

Qiao Jinrui’s protection was reserved for Baiyu alone.

“Perhaps,” Qiao Qingyu thought, “he was sincere then.”

It was hard to imagine why the extremely gentle Qiao Jinrui would do such a thing to twelve-year-old Baiyu. And now Baiyu was gone, Qiao Jinrui firmly denied everything, so this would remain an eternal mystery. Only she, Qiao Qingyu, cared about this mystery.

After carefully covering the last section of the brown wooden wardrobe with thick white stickers, Qiao Qingyu stood up and walked around it several times, satisfied with her handiwork.

Qiao Jinrui appeared in the doorway.

“Qingqing is so skilled,” he praised while walking closer to examine, “Perfectly even, perfect!”

“As you wished,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Covered naturally and completely, leaving no trace.”

Qiao Jinrui gave a meaningful bitter smile, then quickly switched to a cheerful expression: “If you’re tired, go downstairs for a snack, or play on the computer, as long as you want!”

“I should go down and help pack the wedding candy instead.”

The freedom to surf the internet was indeed tempting, but Qiao Qingyu refused to accept Qiao Jinrui’s kindness as if it were a bribe. The inner room downstairs was empty. She opened the various-sized cardboard boxes piled against the wall and began voluntarily filling the folded candy boxes with wedding candy. Soon after, Liu Yanfen came in carrying charcoal, and seeing Qiao Qingyu busy at work, happily called out: “Qingqing’s here!”

“Yes, Aunt.”

“My, how sensible,” Liu Yanfen said cheerfully while using the tongs to put charcoal in the stove, “Is Jinrui’s wedding room ready? I’ll add some charcoal, it’ll be warm here soon… Be careful, those wedding candies and boxes are barely enough as it is, don’t let any fall into the stove…”

“Don’t worry, Aunt.”

Two of the new charcoal pieces were still burning. Liu Yanfen poked them a few times with the tongs, and the dancing flames were quickly smothered by ash. After Liu Yanfen left, Qiao Qingyu looked around at the boxes, candy boxes, and lanterns piled in the room, and felt a powerful urge: stack them all on the stove and burn them.

Let the house catch fire too, yes, including that spotlessly white wedding room upstairs.

The courtyard wouldn’t escape either. The gleaming dark red wooden tables and chairs borrowed from town, neatly stacked against the wall, would make the flames even more dazzling, surpassing the summer night fireworks from ten years ago.

Burn it all to nothing. Let this wedding full of concealment and deception turn to ashes, let these so-called family members who aided evil and destroyed Baiyu lose all face, lose everything.

South Qiao Village’s most splendid new house, on a peaceful winter night, becomes a blaze illuminating the whole village—this image gave Qiao Qingyu a sense of satisfaction.

You all love burning things so much, she thought, might as well fulfill your wishes, give you a carnival of fire, burn away this foolish heart of the village.

The door creaked, and Qiao Jinrui’s voice came through: “Qingqing, you’re here? Feihai, come in and warm up first…”

After folding the gold and silver ribbon into a beautiful bow, Qiao Qingyu put the finished candy box aside and turned to return He Feihai’s greeting with a smile.

“Feihai’s here to use the internet, sending materials to the American side?” Qiao Jinrui sat down by the stove.

“Yes,” He Feihai nodded, looking around at the items in the room, “Wow, Brother Jinrui, do you need to buy so many things for a wedding?”

“You’ll understand someday,” Qiao Jinrui smiled, “You can’t stay hung up on your past unrequited love forever, you have to get married and have children eventually!”

“Brother, stop bringing that up…” He Feihai was extremely embarrassed.

“I miss Xiaobai too,” Qiao Jinrui pulled He Feihai to sit by the stove, suddenly becoming deliberately sentimental, “Before, I always treated her like my own sister! I still remember those boys in your class, how could sixth-grade boys be so bad? Cornering Xiaobai in the hallway every day! Tell me, you had a crush on Xiaobai, why didn’t you protect her?”

“I,” He Feihai scratched his head, “Brother, we were all young then, didn’t know better… Besides, they wouldn’t dare really hurt Qiao Baiyu, everyone knew Qiao Baiyu had a brother, and no boy dared to really bully her.”

“I still wasn’t good enough as a brother,” Qiao Jinrui patted his thigh, shaking his head in deep remorse, “Ah, as soon as I left for university, she was led astray.”

“Brother, I think as a brother, you couldn’t have been more responsible to Qiao Baiyu,” He Feihai hurried to say, “You really shouldn’t blame yourself so much. Having you as a brother was Qiao Baiyu’s blessing.”

Qiao Jinrui glanced at Qiao Qingyu: “No, there were many things I didn’t do well…”

“People are all like this when they miss departed loved ones, they blame themselves,” He Feihai consoled, “Besides, you’re getting married in a few days, and Qiao Baiyu can’t be there, you must feel even more…”

Qiao Qingyu stood up abruptly, so quickly that He Feihai was startled.

“I believe she definitely wouldn’t blame you, but would instead feel bad seeing you blame yourself so much.”

As she opened the door, Qiao Qingyu heard He Feihai’s words of comfort to Qiao Jinrui behind her.

She controlled her urge to turn back and tell He Feihai to shut up. In the courtyard, the air was dry and cold, the biting wind carrying the smell of gunpowder from exploded firecrackers. The courtyard wall facing the house was very high, especially topped with small green tiles in the traditional horse-head wall style, and beneath the green tiles on the white wall was a large, bold character for “Li” (礼, propriety).

On the other side of the courtyard wall facing the street, Qiao Qingyu knew, was written “De” (德, virtue).

The antique bronze clock in the hall struck four times, and a light gold rural bus passed the courtyard gate, stopping about ten meters away. Qiao Haisheng led a group of men, women, old and young off the bus—all Liu Yanfen’s family members, coming two days early to help with wedding preparations.

After forcing a few smiles at the arrivals, Qiao Qingyu quickly retreated to the third-floor guest room, hastily packing the books and homework spread on the desk into her school bag. About fifteen minutes later, as she expected, Liu Yanfen came upstairs carrying bedding: “Qingqing, the house will be lively these few days, we’ll have to squeeze in.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded, silently helping her spread the quilts on the floor beside the desk.

“Finished your homework?” Liu Yanfen asked while patting the corners of the bedding.

“Finished long ago.”

“Still so sensible, never making your parents worry,” Liu Yanfen smiled, “Xiaorui’s aunt and her daughter, Lingling, about your age, will sleep here tonight.”

“Mm.”

“Go downstairs and play with Lingling! She’s a first-year at the town high school, heard you’re from Huan Second Middle School, specially came to play with you.”

“Oh.”

Walking down the stairs, Qiao Jinrui’s door was open, with an unfamiliar young girl sitting at the computer. Seeing she was engrossed in the computer, completely unaware of her presence, Qiao Qingyu hurriedly turned around and quickly went downstairs quietly.

Everyone was busy. Busy with the feast three days away, busy with current social obligations. Li Fanghao was busy in the kitchen, Qiao Jinyu and Qiao Lusheng had gone somewhere unknown. Qiao Qingyu zipped her down jacket up to the top, turned up the collar to cover her nose and mouth, pulled up the hood in the back to cover her forehead, and walked out the courtyard gate.

South Qiao Village wasn’t large; a leisurely walk around its outermost path brought her back home by just five-thirty. He Feihai stepped out of the courtyard gate, his gaze unconsciously drawn away by the departing last rural bus, coincidentally catching sight of Qiao Qingyu passing by the bus.

He smiled and nodded a simple greeting.

“Brother He,” Qiao Qingyu called out as he lifted his foot to leave, running forward, “Will you come to Brother Jinrui’s wedding?”

He Feihai made an affirming sound: “Got the invitation today, I’ll come.”

“I can’t feel happy at all,” Qiao Qingyu turned her head aside, using her eyes to indicate the bustling courtyard, “They don’t respect my sister.”

“Oh,” He Feihai pondered thoughtfully, his expression cautious, “Don’t respect meaning?”

Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath: “It hasn’t been three years yet.”

“Well, actually,” He Feihai smiled helplessly, “It has.”

“What?”

“Your sister had already… before that Spring Festival,” He Feihai carefully glanced at Qiao Qingyu, “Your parents handled the aftermath in Huanzhou by themselves to let the elders have a peaceful New Year, only telling the family after the Lantern Festival.”

“Why do you know more than me, her sister?”

“Brother Jinrui told me. Your family probably didn’t tell you because you were young…”

“Brother Jinrui shows the least respect for my sister,” Qiao Qingyu said directly. “I stopped you because I wanted to persuade you—there’s no need to come to this insincere wedding.”

“Why?” He Feihai frowned.

“For my sister’s sake,” Qiao Qingyu said seriously and firmly. “She hates this wedding. If you liked her, respect her, okay?”

“I… don’t quite understand your logic.”

“Brother Jinrui doesn’t deserve it.”

“Doesn’t deserve what?”

“Doesn’t deserve blessings,” Qiao Qingyu said. “If you truly liked my sister, why is it so hard to respect her wishes? Besides, the courtyard is already overcrowded, you’re not even related to Brother Jinrui, no need to join the celebration!”

“I really don’t understand your logic,” He Feihai was both puzzled and sincere. “I’ve known Brother Jinrui for many years, he’s definitely a trustworthy friend to me. As for Qiao Baiyu, I was just a stranger to her…”

“Sister wrote your name in her diary.”

He Feihai let out a soft “ah,” and opened his mouth several times before finally speaking again: “Then, what did she write about me?”

“I just want you to know you weren’t a stranger to her,” Qiao Qingyu said flatly. “You said it yourself, her emotional walls were high, and she wasn’t good at expressing herself.”

Like the falling night curtain, He Feihai’s eyes instantly lost their luster.

When the day’s clamor finally settled into silence and the house fell into slumber like an exhausted beast, Qiao Qingyu, lying awake in bed, thought: I need a room completely my own.

Dark blue walls, simple yet dignified. Light white curtains, block out the darkness at night, welcoming the brilliant sunlight at dawn. A soft, warm bed with magical powers, where lying down could shed all burdens and dissolve sorrows. Clear air, sweet dreams.

Li Fanghao’s snoring persisted in her ears, and from the quilts piled on the floor, that girl called Lingling turned over. Qiao Qingyu closed her eyes, trying to sleep, but her mind grew increasingly excited. After struggling ineffectively, she simply got up, put on her down jacket, and quietly left the room.

She went into the inner room downstairs—the only room without people.

Cold. Using the fire tongs to dig out several glowing charcoal pieces buried deep in the ash, soon after, Qiao Qingyu covered them with ash again, restoring the stove to its original state. Can’t let them notice anything unusual, she thought.

After the past few days’ battle, the inner room was much neater than before. The prepared wedding candy, cigarettes, and wine were all packed into large cardboard boxes, stacked in rows under the windows away from the stove. Qiao Qingyu opened a box, took out a candy box, her fingertips gently stroking the gold and silver ribbon bow on top, then skillfully opened the box and pulled out the small card inside.

On the front of the card, Qiao Jinrui and Xiaoyun sat formally in traditional red Chinese wedding attire, happiness overflowing in their smiles; the back simply printed their names with a bright red heart between them.

After returning the candy box to its original state, Qiao Qingyu walked to the stove and used the fire tongs to grip the card, pushing it deep into the ash until she was sure the card was surrounded by hard, scorching charcoal.

She didn’t release the pressure on her hands until the handle of the fire tongs began to heat up. When she pulled out the tongs, not a trace of the card remained in their flat grip.

The next day was the fifth day of the New Year. Qiao Qingyu, who had barely fallen asleep at dawn, was woken early by Li Fanghao.

“Lingling’s already gone down to help, you should be diligent too,” Li Fanghao said while making the bed. “Especially these two days, they’re the busiest, you’re family, be sensible.”

Downstairs, Lingling, wearing a long red down jacket, was bringing dishes to the dining table. Seeing Qiao Qingyu, she happily called out “Sister Qingqing.”

Qiao Qingyu returned a gentle smile. She joined Lingling, setting out bowls and chopsticks, and deliberately sat beside Lingling during breakfast. They quickly became familiar with each other.

“A lion is dancing at Qiaotou Town this morning,” while clearing the table, Qiao Qingyu said to Lingling, “Shall we go watch together?”

Lingling agreed readily, holding onto Qiao Qingyu’s arm, turned to report to her mother, and after getting permission, the two went to the kitchen where Qiao Qingyu asked Li Fanghao but was rejected.

“The house is so busy with things to do, and you want to go out to play,” Li Fanghao frowned. “How inconsiderate!”

“But Lingling’s mom already agreed…” Qiao Qingyu said softly.

“Two girls going out together is fine, just be careful,” Liu Yanfen smiled. “Lingling, if you want to play, go ahead, you came to your aunt’s house to have fun anyway… Xiaofang, aren’t you at ease with Qingyu and Lingling together? Lingling studies in Qiaotou Town and goes home every week, she knows it well!”

“Alright then,” Li Fanghao relented, “Come back early, be back for lunch.”

This meant they had four hours of freedom. Looking out the courtyard gate, the rural bus had just appeared around the corner. Qiao Qingyu ran upstairs like a whirlwind to get her schoolbag, then followed Lingling, panting as they boarded the bus.

The bus stopped and started along the narrow mountain road, and after about half an hour, shut off its engine at Qiaotou Town’s bus station. The square with the lion dance was right across from the bus station, and after getting off, Qiao Qingyu and Lingling merged into the crowd. Amidst the clamor of gongs and drums, Qiao Qingyu stood on tiptoe, carefully surveying the surrounding shops, then left Lingling under the pretense of using the station’s bathroom.

The copy shop diagonal from the bus station wasn’t open yet, which deeply disappointed Qiao Qingyu.

When Lingling found Qiao Qingyu, she was at the station’s waiting hall asking the window staff about bus schedules. Turning to see Lingling’s puzzled face, Qiao Qingyu smiled awkwardly: “Just asking randomly.”

“Where did you go just now? I even called for you in the bathroom!”

She pulled Qiao Qingyu back to continue watching the lion dance. Halfway there, Qiao Qingyu stopped.

“Lingling, are there other print shops in Qiaotou Town?”

“Print shops? There’s one by our school entrance, why?”

“Just,” Qiao Qingyu felt hope ignite inside, though her words remained vague, “Something to do.”

But the print shop by the school entrance wasn’t open either. Of course not, it was only the fifth day of the New Year. Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s ashen face, Lingling carefully asked: “Sister Qingqing, did you arrange to meet someone?”

“Huh?” Qiao Qingyu was momentarily confused, then quickly understood, giving a miserable smile without confirming or denying.

“Meeting a boy?” Lingling covered her mouth, but her eyes sparkled, “A boyfriend?”

“No.”

“You can tell me, I’ll keep your secret! You didn’t come to Qiaotou for the lion dance at all, right?”

Qiao Qingyu sighed: “Ah, never mind.”

But Lingling persisted. Finally annoyed by her questions, Qiao Qingyu simply agreed: “Fine, say I was waiting for someone. Don’t tell anyone.”

“Don’t worry,” Lingling grew more excited, “Why didn’t they come?”

“Maybe they were delayed.”

“Oh, what a shame,” Lingling sighed, “If they were sincere about meeting, they should have overcome any obstacles to keep their promise! Just like you did, Sister Qingqing!”

What nonsense, Qiao Qingyu thought with a bitter smile.

They boarded the rural bus back to South Qiao Village. A troublemaker was smoking inside, and under the driver’s threats, pulled open the window with a screech, throwing the cigarette butt outside. The sudden gust of cold wind carrying cigarette smoke made Qiao Qingyu sneeze several times. When closing the window, she began coughing uncontrollably, each cough more violent than the last, making her feel sick to her stomach, her face pale.

When it finally stopped, for some reason, tears filled her eyes.

“Filthy and vicious hometown,” she thought resolutely, counting down in her heart, “farewell forever.”



Chapter 25: Fire
To her family, Qiao Qingyu appeared completely normal—except for that night before the New Year when they discussed Qiao Baiyu. Qiao Qingyu was grateful for this. She was quite satisfied with how composed she had remained these past few days.

But not entirely satisfied. Mainly because she hadn’t thought through the printing issue beforehand.

When Qiao Jinrui rejected the elders’ arrangements and wouldn’t let Qiao Qingyu stay by the bride’s side to help, she realized she had exposed another vulnerability: Qiao Jinrui’s distrust.

He had subtly detected her unusual state and worried she might disturb the bride’s mood.

But I must stay by the bride’s side, Qiao Qingyu thought.

“Don’t worry,” she told Qiao Jinrui after lunch. “I harbor no ill will toward Sister Xiaoyun. I absolutely won’t say anything inappropriate.”

Perhaps moved by her sincere gaze, Qiao Jinrui wavered: “Very well, I’ve always felt you were the kindest in the family. You wouldn’t destroy everyone’s hard work of these past days.”

That last sentence had its intended effect, putting pressure on Qiao Qingyu. As she went upstairs, images flashed through her mind of Li Fanghao, Qiao Lusheng, and everyone in the family busily working these past days. Her resolve began to waver. The door to the bridal chamber stood open, with no one inside. Qiao Qingyu paused, hesitated for a moment, then walked in and closed the door.

Opening the computer, she carefully studied the train schedule from Tongyang City Station to Huan Prefecture—the nearest station to Shun Yun. Combined with the bus schedules she had inquired about that morning at Qiaotou Town Bus Station, a specific route quickly formed in her mind.

“Escape.” Qiao Qingyu whispered, smiling self-mockingly as she logged into QQ, which she hadn’t used in a long time.

Ignoring the constant message notifications, she first filled in her long-empty personal signature with a line:

“Using a flower as an accessory to duel with the world.”

It was the first quote in her collection notebook, seen in some magazine during her first year of high school, written by a poet named Adonis. After pressing enter, it felt like completing a last will, leaving her chest empty yet filled with mixed emotions.

The QQ icon bounced incessantly in the corner, and among the notifications, a deep blue ocean avatar suddenly caught Qiao Qingyu’s attention—it was Ming Sheng.

Before opening the chat window, she unconsciously took a deep breath.

“Happy New Year.”

The message was from a private chat opened by the class group, containing just these four words, sent at 00:00 on January 26th, New Year’s Eve.

Qiao Qingyu could hear her own heart thundering.

After a moment, she calmed down and sent back: Thanks, you too.

“Are you in your hometown?”

Ming Sheng’s reply startled her, then she understood—his avatar was in color, which meant he was online, didn’t it?

“Yes.”

“Is it fun spending New Year at home?”

“No, it’s not fun.”

He sent a sun emoji, then asked: “Are you unhappy?”

That question struck Qiao Qingyu’s heart like a drumbeat. She fell silent.

“What does your signature mean?” Ming Sheng asked again. “Why do you want to duel with the world?”

“It’s just a poem,” Qiao Qingyu replied. “I copied it.”

“You didn’t say ‘none of your business,'” came his quick response. “How nice.”

Qiao Qingyu was slightly taken aback.

“Pls tell me more,” the words urgently appeared on the screen, “anything.”

Staring at “anything” for a long while, Qiao Qingyu felt dizzy. She wanted to type, and raised her right hand, but unconsciously covered her nose and mouth instead. Her nose felt inexplicably sour.

Voices of Lingling and Liu Yanfen came from outside the door. Qiao Qingyu sat up straight and quickly typed: “Are you free this afternoon? Can you help me with something?”

“Say it.”

“Print an article, two hundred copies.”

“Okay.”

“I need it tonight,” Qiao Qingyu typed while thinking, with a carefulness invisible to the other side, “before eight tonight.”

“So that means delivering to your hometown within 6 hours?” Ming Sheng was surprised.

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu bit her lower lip, “my home is in South Qiao Village, Lifang Township, Qiaotou Town, Shun Yun City. It’s about three hours by car from Huan Prefecture. There’s enough time.”

She quickly added: “You can take a taxi here, I’ll pay for it. Is that okay?”

“I’m in New York.”

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but stare wide-eyed, then dejectedly lowered her head.

Looking up again, a new message appeared on the screen: “Send me the article.”

After four in the afternoon, every half hour, Qiao Qingyu would run out to the courtyard gate to look toward the village entrance. When dinner was served, a fine pattering sound came from outside, and Lingling happily ran to the front hall, saying it was starting to snow.

“A good omen,” Qiao Lilong smiled. “Auspicious snow forecasts a prosperous year!”

“Snow usually stops after one night,” Qiao Haisheng also smiled, as if reassuring everyone. “Everyone should sleep early today and get up early tomorrow to sweep the courtyard clean first. Don’t worry about the weather—the sun will be out tomorrow!”

Qiao Jinrui frowned: “The roads will be difficult with snow. The wedding convoy will need to leave an hour earlier tomorrow.”

“Go take your bath after eating, or others will go first and you’ll end up last in line,” Li Fanghao whispered to Qiao Qingyu. “After bathing, go straight to bed. Tomorrow you’ll be following the bride in the convoy—it’ll be exhausting.”

After dinner, while Li Fanghao was cleaning up in the kitchen, Qiao Qingyu slipped out to the gate again to look toward the village entrance. After her shower, with her hair still wet, she went to the gate once more.

But no car with flashing hazard lights appeared at the village entrance.

Just after eight o’clock, Qiao Qingyu was already in bed under Li Fanghao’s supervision. She had barely slept the previous night, and now, although worried about the delivery at the village entrance, she was extremely tired. To prevent herself from falling asleep, she tried reading, but finding that ineffective, she repeatedly rehearsed her next actions in her mind, striving not to overlook any detail. Half an hour later, Lingling quietly entered and turned off the light with a click.

When she awoke, Li Fanghao was breathing steadily beside her. It’s over, Qiao Qingyu cried out desperately in her heart.

She put on her down jacket and, wearing slippers, went downstairs. The clock in the front hall struck a long “dong”—it was one o’clock.

Outside, two bright red lanterns that burned through the night cast an enchanting yet lonely glow over the empty courtyard. Everything was covered in a layer of white frost, with lightweight snowflakes dancing like soap bubbles across the sky.

Her slippers left distinct footprints on the ground as Qiao Qingyu slowly pushed open the courtyard gate.

She saw it—about a hundred meters away at the village entrance, two yellow headlights were flashing continuously.

Because the road was too slippery, Qiao Qingyu stumbled several times while running toward the car. As she got closer, she saw it was a black Audi with Huan Prefecture plates. Under the streetlight, a young man sat in the driver’s seat with his eyes closed.

“Hey.” Qiao Qingyu knocked on the window.

The young man opened his eyes, startled upon seeing Qiao Qingyu, then quickly became alert and rolled down the window.

Qiao Qingyu looked apologetic: “I’m sorry, you’ve been waiting for a long time…”

“Take it,” the young man said irritably, directly handing her a black document bag. “You’re Qiao Qingyu, right?”

Qiao Qingyu took the bag: “Yes. Ming Sheng sent you, right?”

The young man didn’t speak but instead gave her a penetrating look from head to toe. Qiao Qingyu noticed his high straight nose was almost identical to Ming Sheng’s.

Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips together: “Thank you for making this special trip. I accidentally fell asleep, I’m sorry… As for the costs, I’ll bring them to Ming Sheng in a few days…”

“Is what you wrote true?” the young man interrupted her while opening the door and getting out of the car. “About Qiao Jinrui?”

“Ah?”

“I printed it, so I couldn’t help but read the content,” the young man pointed to the document bag in Qiao Qingyu’s arms. “Have you thought about what impact it will have on Qiao Jinrui if this gets out?”

“You know Qiao Jinrui?”

“I don’t, but I’ve heard of him,” the young man’s tone carried a maturity that didn’t match his age. “At his current pace, he’ll be promoted to deputy director before thirty—quite outstanding, with a promising future.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded with partial understanding: “You mean he’s swimming like a fish in official circles?”

The young man chuckled: “However you want to put it. But the system can’t tolerate anyone who brings negative influence. If you broadcast his affairs, it will be a devastating blow to him.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Ming Dai,” the young man smiled. “Ah Sheng’s cousin.”

Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized: “Oh, the senior from Tsinghua University who came to give a speech at school before?”

“Yes,” Ming Dai said. “My father, Ah Sheng’s uncle, is Ming Zhaoqun. The reason I know about Qiao Jinrui’s situation is that my father mentioned him at the dinner table, saying his workability is outstanding and he’s a rising star.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded. Ming Zhaoqun was a household name that appeared almost daily on television and in newspapers.

“As they say, when one person attains the Way, even chickens and dogs ascend to heaven,” Ming Dai observed Qiao Qingyu’s expression. “Originally this had nothing to do with me, but since I came at Ah Sheng’s request, let me remind you: Qiao Jinrui can change the fate of your entire family. Is it worth dragging him into the mud for a moment of anger? Your sister Qiao Baiyu is already dead—doing this won’t benefit anyone.”

After pondering for a moment, Qiao Qingyu looked up: “What I want is for the waves to surge.”

This was also a quote from her collection notebook. Ming Dai raised his eyebrows, appearing somewhat shocked, then smiled and shook his head: “Alright, now I understand.”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s confusion, he explained: “I understand why Ah Sheng wanted to help you.”

Turning to get back in the car, he muttered: “You’re right, better to follow your heart. If Ah Sheng knew I went through all this trouble to deliver the materials only to make you change your plans, he’d probably finish me off.”

“I won’t change my plans.”

“I can see that,” Ming Dai’s expression softened considerably. “You’re the same kind of person.”

“You… people?”

“You,” Ming Dai’s gaze was meaningful, “and Ah Sheng.”

He closed the car door, waved goodbye, turned the car around, and quickly disappeared into the night.

When the hall clock struck for the third time, Qiao Qingyu slowly tightened the gold and silver ribbons and solemnly stuffed the candy box back into the empty slot at the top of the paper box.

On the ground by her feet, only a few sheets of paper remained.

There was no time left—the wedding candies in the other two boxes would have to go without the notes.

Her feet were already numb from the cold. Qiao Qingyu leaned against the wall, gritted her teeth, and quietly stamped the ground, then struggled to move down the two large boxes on top, each with notes inserted in every candy box, and switched their positions with the other two candy boxes below.

“Can’t let them discover these notes too early,” she thought. “The spark that starts a prairie fire mustn’t be extinguished.”

Dragging her numb feet, she moved to the window by the stove and saw that the snow had stopped at some point. The character for “ceremony” bore touches of white, appearing both dignified and desolate under the red lantern light, inexplicably making Qiao Qingyu uneasy.

At this point, it was either escape or perish.

She carefully folded the remaining few pages to palm size and, after returning to her room, cautiously hid them under her pillow.

Lying down her exhausted body, thinking about sleeping on Ming Sheng’s handwriting, an electric-like tremor passed through her body.

Three hours ago, when she opened the black document bag under the streetlight and pulled out the printed article, Qiao Qingyu gasped in amazement. The white paper bore Ming Sheng’s handwriting, straight and orderly, each character strong. In a striking black box, the title “The Tragedy That Should Not Be Forgotten” firmly caught her gaze. Previously, Qiao Qingyu had worried that the text she sent was too brief and might be easily overlooked when printed, but now it seemed that unless someone couldn’t read, there was no way this paper would be ignored when the candy was opened.

It had been so long since she’d had this feeling—the feeling of being unconditionally, beyond expectations, satisfied. The characters on the paper were much more reserved and dignified than Ming Sheng’s usual casual writing as if he had deliberately reined in his arrogance to suit her, to satisfy her. She hadn’t answered Ming Sheng about why she wanted to “duel with the world,” but he had handed her a sword—a sword custom-made for her.

Qiao Qingyu felt that rationally, Ming Sheng probably didn’t approve of her being so resolute. “Two hundred copies means everyone will know,” he typed in the chat. “Aren’t you afraid your family will back you into a corner?”

“I will leave them.”

Only when she saw the note did Qiao Qingyu realize she had misunderstood Ming Sheng’s attitude—although his “fine” reply seemed somewhat perfunctory, in action, he had helped her to the utmost.

It felt as if a powerful spring of clear water had been injected into her heart, instantly dissolving all the bitterness in her chest, and producing an endless sweetness.

Recognizing her feelings, Qiao Qingyu’s heart skipped a beat. I know so little about him, she warned herself. I should be thinking about where to go from here, must not indulge in hopeless romance.

Closing her eyes, sinking into confusion, her thoughts still drifted to those strong, vigorous characters on the paper.

They were dancing lightly, jumping, suddenly turning into flames, about to ignite her in the next second.



Chapter 26: The Stop
Looking at the people around her with thoughts of departure, everything they said and did suddenly felt distant. In this wedding, Qiao Qingyu was already somewhat peripheral, and now she felt even more like an observer of observers, her detached soul completely unable to feel the overwhelming atmosphere of joy.

“Eat quickly.”

A spare rib suddenly appeared in her bowl. Looking up, Qiao Qingyu’s eyes met Li Fanghao’s.

“Cheer up,” Li Fanghao turned her head away disapprovingly, “We haven’t asked you to do much, be more festive!”

Unlike her usual casual style, today Li Fanghao had specially done her hair in a bun. From the side, her smooth, rounded jawline was identical to Qiao Baiyu’s, with two barely visible white hairs at her temples.

Mother is beautiful, Qiao Qingyu thought.

“Be alert and act accordingly, be clever,” Li Fanghao whispered while ladling soup for her, “You’re a grown girl now, be more sensible!”

These ordinary complaints and reminders fell into Qiao Qingyu’s ears like parting words. She nodded silently, withdrawing her suddenly sorrowful gaze, feeling intense sympathy for the completely unaware Li Fanghao.

Strangely, her mother was the first person she had wanted to escape from, yet now she was also the one Qiao Qingyu worried about most.

After the meal, Li Fanghao helped adjust her braided hair, removing the slightly crooked pearl hairpin, repositioning it, and clipping it back into Qiao Qingyu’s neat, fine black hair above her right ear.

“When your father brought the betrothal gifts to my family, there were lots of useless things, but this hairpin was the nicest,” Li Fanghao rambled while carefully checking Qiao Qingyu’s hair—she had already said the same thing this morning. “He said it was very expensive, bought from a department store in Shanghai after he left the army. Mom wore it on her wedding day, but afraid the pearls would fall off, never dared to use it again. Today you’re following the bride, you must look presentable.”

“I know,” Qiao Qingyu’s nose stung as she called out softly but with utmost respect: “Mom.”

In Qiao Qingyu’s view, festive days were usually long and tedious, filled with various impractical ceremonies, and Qiao Jinrui’s wedding was especially so. After lunch, for photography purposes, a group went to the dilapidated ancestral hall at the village entrance, repeatedly setting up tripods and reflectors, all for a few wedding photos that would satisfy Xiaoyun. After nearly an hour of helping with lights and holding up the wedding dress train, Qiao Qingyu was yawning constantly, exhausted.

Hold on, she told herself, the guest reception hasn’t even started yet.

A few minutes later, she was rescued by Lingling, who came to watch the excitement. Handing the bride’s bouquet to Lingling, Qiao Qingyu claimed stomach discomfort and quickly left the ancestral hall.

Crossing the low stone bridge not far from the ancestral hall, it took just a few steps to reach the old house’s courtyard. The dark windows of the old house remained, and diagonally opposite, also on the second floor, rusty iron mesh thicker than a finger firmly sealed another window.

Qiao Qingyu stood between the two windows for a long while, then removed the corsage from her coat.

It was two small white roses that Qiao Qingyu had requested from the wedding planners early that morning, with Qiao Jinrui’s permission, claiming her status as “half a bridesmaid.” Xiaoyun seemed particularly fond of white roses; the black wedding car was decorated like a carefully tended white rose garden. Carefully, Qiao Qingyu took apart the bouquet, broke the wire, and re-wrapped it with baby’s breath and lover’s grass.

Under Qiao Baiyu’s hollow window, she placed one white rose; under Aunt Qin’s wire-meshed window, she placed the other.

You deserve it—

With “pop-pop-pop” sounds, golden streamers shot into the sky from flower tubes, and the watching crowd erupted in applause under the golden rain. Qiao Qingyu followed behind the bridesmaid carrying the wedding dress train, walking along the red carpet strewn with golden streamers to the carefully decorated flower wall at the courtyard entrance. After the bride and groom took their positions, she automatically returned the wine-red leather bag used for red envelopes to the bridesmaid, then stood behind her, continuously taking candy from the cardboard boxes in the corner and passing them to the bridesmaid.

Qiao Jinrui gave her an approving look. Qiao Qingyu smiled silently, closely watching the busy bridesmaid. Sometimes she reached for candy, sometimes helped the bride with her bouquet, and occasionally posed for photos with guests, during which she would lean the wine-red bag against the flower wall, signaling Qiao Qingyu with her eyes to watch it.

Guests kept arriving, and soon the candy boxes were almost empty. A young man took away the empty boxes and quickly brought out two new boxes, placing them side by side against the wall.

After a quick assessment, Qiao Qingyu opened the box with the straighter outer shell—candies without notes.

But Liu Yanfen immediately opened the other box containing noted candies—smiling broadly as she came to take extra candies for a guest’s children.

Qiao Qingyu noticed one child immediately opened the candy box, rummaged around inside, and seeing they were all chocolates, stuck out his tongue in disappointment before carelessly handing the open box to his father. The father, busy chatting with Qiao Haisheng, mindlessly stuffed the candy box into his backpack.

Yet her suspended heart couldn’t relax. Seeing Liu Yanfen coming for more candy, Qiao Qingyu quickly handed over the “clean” candies. After Liu Yanfen left, Qiao Qingyu distributed candy while pondering her next move.

She discovered she lacked the fearlessness she had imagined. No, she didn’t dare to witness people discovering the notes, to watch their expressions change from confusion to seriousness to shock, possibly mixed with considerable excitement—it wouldn’t bring her any satisfaction. She had to leave early.

Another photo session began. As usual, the bridesmaid placed the wine-red bag in a corner by the flower wall, signaling Qiao Qingyu to watch it. The hall clock struck four times, Liu Yanfen walked into the courtyard, and a rural minibus appeared at the corner, due to stop less than twenty meters from the flower wall in half a minute.

This was the perfect moment. Qiao Qingyu pretended to tie her shoelace, crouching down and using her puffy down jacket to completely shield the wine-red bag, then quickly extracted a small stack of red envelopes and stuffed them into her jacket’s inner pocket.

Standing up, no one had noticed anything unusual. The rural minibus passed slowly behind her, while nearby the bride and groom led a group still enthusiastically shouting “cheese.” Just as the minibus stopped, the crowd dispersed, and the bridesmaid turned back to pick up the wine-red leather bag.

More people arrived, looking like Qiao Jinrui’s middle school classmates. This time, Qiao Qingyu took out several boxes of mission-bearing candy, handed them somewhat solemnly to the bridesmaid, then immediately excused herself to use the bathroom and left the flower wall.

She left through the back door of the new house, following the stone path around the enclosed side wall, pulling her down jacket hood over her head, and hurrying to the minibus steps. The driver was closing the door. Qiao Qingyu used one sleeve to cover her nose and mouth while knocking with the other hand, and the door opened again.

After rushing onto the bus, she went straight to the last empty seat.

Through the glass, she could faintly hear laughter erupting not far behind. Checking her down jacket’s inner pocket: ID card, wallet, phone, quote notebook, red envelopes—all there. Looking back, through the spotty window, that brightly lit new building and the gray exhaust from Qiao Jinrui’s group’s minibus became indistinct in the distance, gradually receding, disappearing in an instant.

Her anxiety peaked. Qiao Qingyu took out her phone and tremblingly turned it off—

An hour ahead of schedule, but everything had gone smoothly. Left South Qiao Village at four, Qiaotou Town at four-thirty, and Shun Yun City at five-fifty. By seven-thirty, Qiao Qingyu had reached Tongyang City in the neighboring province—in the opposite direction from Huan Prefecture, a completely unfamiliar place.

This wasn’t her destination.

Though Tongyang was an even more insignificant place than Shun Yun, it had a train station. A train from Guangzhou to Shanghai would pass through here at nine at night, stopping for two minutes. Qiao Qingyu bought a ticket and waited at the simple train station for nearly two hours before finally boarding the green-skinned behemoth that was running half an hour late.

In ninety-three minutes, she would get off at Huan Prefecture for another brief stop.

The train’s rhythmic clanking made her close her eyes several times. In the past two nights, she might not have gotten six hours of sleep total, and she was already extremely tired. But afraid of missing her stop and not daring to turn on her phone to set an alarm, she had to force herself to stay awake. Her final destination was Shanghai, and going to Huan Prefecture was indeed dangerous for her. But that place—she had to visit no matter what.

To stay awake, she borrowed a pen from the conductor and began writing her plans in detail at the back of her quote notebook. She had counted the eight opened red envelopes, totaling 4,208 yuan, which would be enough for her first month’s rent and living expenses in Shanghai. She would quickly find a job, whether as a restaurant server, clothing store clerk, or apprentice at a hair salon—anything would do. The key was to have income. After adjusting, she must live frugally, study while working, take technical school exams, and learn a professional skill. After that… well, that would be several years later, perhaps by then her parents would have forgiven the trouble she was causing now.

The road ahead was bumpy and vast. Qiao Qingyu closed her quote notebook, remembering Qiao Baiyu’s award-winning calligraphy: “There will be time to ride the wind and waves, to hoist the sail and cross the vast sea.” She could easily trace every stroke of each character, like a high-definition photo stored in her brain. Had Mom and Dad thrown away that calligraphy? What a shame.

Anyway, Qiao Qingyu straightened her back and let out a breath, there was nothing to fear. Sister Qiao Huan had gone to work in Huan Prefecture after finishing middle school, and she herself would be an adult in another year—what was there to be afraid of?

She suddenly realized the reason she dared to write her thoughts in the notebook was that she no longer had to worry about Li Fanghao finding it. In that moment she became happy, wanting to scream with joy.

This was the freedom she had dreamed of—

When she reached Huan Prefecture it was nearly midnight, most shops in the arrival hall were closed, and a cold wind blew in from several distant exits, making Qiao Qingyu shiver uncontrollably. She was extremely hungry and tired. Seeing a late-night food stall across the street after exiting the station, she hurried over.

After the steaming noodles were served, she had barely taken two bites when she sensed something was wrong.

Two thugs smoking at another table kept looking in her direction.

Seeing that Qiao Qingyu had noticed, one of them walked over, grinning: “Little sister, running away from home?”

Before he could say another word, Qiao Qingyu stood up and fled outside.

The neon-lit KTV across the street looked like a malevolent monster, several tall thugs stood outside a small hotel opposite, and a softly growling sports car suddenly tore past on the street. The city at night seemed to have changed its face, with prowling wolves and tigers making Qiao Qingyu vigilant and uneasy.

In comparison, the train station with its security guards seemed safer.

There weren’t many chairs in the arrival area, most were occupied, with many people sleeping on them. Qiao Qingyu walked around once, really couldn’t find a seat, and had to lean against a thick pillar, sitting on the ground.

Because she was so tired, she could almost ignore the floor’s coldness. Taking out her phone, she hesitated for a long time before putting it back in her down jacket’s inner pocket.

Hugging her knees, she buried her head deeply, curling into a ball.

“Just hold on for half a day more,” she encouraged herself with forced energy, “In Shanghai, the first thing is to find a hotel, take a good shower, have a good sleep, eat well…”

Before the fragrant rice could fully form in her mind, her consciousness was swallowed by sleep—

When the security guard woke her, Qiao Qingyu’s head was splitting with pain, heavy, her neck feeling like it bore a large stone, unable to process anything.

A distant voice continuously told her she couldn’t sleep there. After struggling for a long while, she sat up, her chest cold. Looking down, she saw her down jacket’s zipper was wide open.

Qiao Qingyu drew in a sharp breath, both hands quickly feeling the inner pocket.

“You can’t sleep here!” The security guard was fierce.

Her wallet, red envelopes, and phone had all vanished.

“You’re a girl so I won’t drag you, get up yourself!”

Qiao Qingyu sat paralyzed: “All my money was stolen…”

The security guard said irritably: “There’s a police post over there, when they start work, go report it yourself!” Turning away, he muttered: “This is a lesson…”

Qiao Qingyu supported herself against the pillar and stood up unsteadily, but before she could steady herself, a wave of nausea hit her, making her dizzy.

I shouldn’t have stopped in Huan Prefecture, she cried out desperately in her heart, holding her burning forehead, letting large tears roll down her cheeks.



Chapter 27: Turbulence
It was around five in the morning when she walked out of the train station, the quietest moment on the streets—when predators had retreated and the new sun had yet to rise. Qiao Qingyu, wrapped tightly in her down jacket, trudged against the bone-chilling wind, her steps so light she felt she might be blown away at any moment.

Passing by a late-night food stall that was closing up, she was called to stop.

“Young lady, did you run away from home?”

The person asking was the proprietress who was about to pull down the shutters. She had a northern accent and a sturdy build. Seeing Qiao Qingyu standing there in a daze without responding, the proprietress walked over. “I remember that pretty face of yours—you left earlier without finishing your noodles… It’s cold outside, come in and warm up!”

In her confused state, Qiao Qingyu was pulled inside before the shutters came down. As the metal door screeched shut, she suddenly came to her senses: “No, why are you locking me in here?”

“I felt sorry for you, thought I’d make you a bowl of noodles,” the proprietress smiled kindly. “After you eat, you should go home. A young girl like you shouldn’t be out alone—it’s dangerous!”

A steaming bowl of fragrant chicken noodles with vegetables was quickly served. Qiao Qingyu stirred it listlessly with her chopsticks, finding she had no appetite. Her hands felt too heavy to lift—she had a high fever, and rest was what she needed most. But Qiao Qingyu knew she needed to eat, and not wanting to waste the proprietress’s kindness, she forced herself to finish the noodles, one bite at a time.

After finishing, she took the bowl to the kitchen: “I’m sorry, I don’t have any money.”

“Don’t worry about it,” the proprietress waved dismissively. “Now hurry home—there’s no place better than home.”

While the proprietress washed dishes, Qiao Qingyu stood to the side, trying to organize her muddled thoughts. When the proprietress finished, Qiao Qingyu spoke up: “Ma’am, could I work here for a couple of days? I can do kitchen work—washing dishes, cutting vegetables, prep work, cooking noodles—I know how to do it all… I’m seventeen already, and I’m not running away from home. I was planning to go to Shanghai for work, but my money, ID, and phone were stolen at the train station… I just need enough for the fare to Shanghai and some money for food and calls…”

“Here, use my phone to make a call,” the proprietress said, pulling out her mobile. “Call your family and see if they can send you some money.”

Qiao Qingyu took the phone but didn’t dial, desperately trying to convince the proprietress: “We don’t have any relatives in Huan Prefecture. Even if I called, they wouldn’t send money—it would be too much trouble.”

“You lost your ID—how can I trust you to work here?” the proprietress spread her hands. “With people coming and going, what if you steal money from the register?”

“I’ll stay in the kitchen only,” Qiao Qingyu raised her right hand in oath. “I absolutely won’t steal.”

The proprietress looked at her for a long while before reluctantly nodding: “Find somewhere to sleep and come back tomorrow at three in the afternoon.”

“Could I rest here in the shop?”

“No way—if you take money from the register, how would I find you?”

Her concern was reasonable. So Qiao Qingyu dragged her leaden legs, following the proprietress out the back door, through the greasy alley, to the cold and desolate street corner. She watched helplessly as the proprietress put on her thick scarf, gloves, and hat before mounting her electric scooter. Standing to the side, Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth, almost begging the proprietress to take her along and lend her a blanket to sleep on.

“May I borrow your phone?” she asked instead.

Taking the phone a second time, Qiao Qingyu steadied herself and dialed the simple number she knew by heart.

She hadn’t prepared what to say. During those brief seconds waiting for the connection, her anxious heart nearly jumped out of her throat. But soon, like a deflated balloon, she wilted.

Ming Sheng’s phone was switched off.

It wasn’t until she returned the phone to the proprietress that Qiao Qingyu remembered Ming Sheng was in New York. Her fever had muddled her thinking—

How strong can one person be? After dozing for a few hours back at the train station and showing up on time to work at the night food stall despite her illness, Qiao Qingyu began to admire her resilience and believed she was unbreakable, certain she would make it to Shanghai.

The agreed wage with the proprietress was fifty yuan per day, meals included, paid daily. The cook was a man in his forties who rarely spoke except to direct Qiao Qingyu’s work. Due to her fever, her movements were notably clumsy, but the cook didn’t seem to mind. When night fell and the shop got busy, after continuously washing dishes by the sink for over ten minutes, Qiao Qingyu suddenly blacked out and fell backward, hitting the back of her head on the edge of the stove. The pain made her see stars.

A few minutes later, the proprietress found her leaning against the wall with closed eyes outside the back door.

“Over here!” she called out.

Qiao Qingyu startled awake, opening her eyes to find He Feihai’s face before her.

Her first instinct was to flee. But as soon as she lifted her leg, He Feihai grabbed her: “Qingqing!”

Almost simultaneously, Qiao Qingyu shouted: “I won’t go back!”

“Your parents are worried sick!” He Feihai’s voice carried a severity Qiao Qingyu had never heard before. “You… this is absurd!”

The word “absurd” seemed to burst straight from his chest, and Qiao Qingyu knew He Feihai was truly angry.

“Is this what you want? Working illegally at a food stall?” He Feihai moved in front of her, and noticing her unnaturally flushed cheeks, checked her forehead with the back of his hand. “You have a high fever.”

“I’d rather die out here than return to that ignorant, cold, and authoritarian home.”

He Feihai let out a long sigh before returning to his usual gentleness: “It’s not as bad as you say, Qingqing. Even if you hate them, you shouldn’t do something like this, hurting everyone in the family.”

Before Qiao Qingyu could respond, he took a big step forward and grabbed her arm: “Come on, let’s go home.”

“I won’t go back,” Qiao Qingyu struggled. “I won’t!”

He Feihai held her tightly while reaching for his phone with his other hand. Seeing him about to make a call, Qiao Qingyu quickly snatched the phone away.

“Don’t call my parents!”

“Stop joking around,” He Feihai looked incredulous. “Do you know how worried everyone is? Your parents rushed to Huan Prefecture last night, they’ve been searching every bus station today, and they’re still at the train station! Your grandfather, uncle, and aunt also came to Huan Prefecture today! Everyone’s afraid something might happen to you!”

“Are they worried? Or do they just want to drag me back for questioning? Brother He,” Qiao Qingyu quickly countered, “You must have seen the note in the candy box. Now you know what my sister went through. Don’t you feel any sympathy for her?”

As if choked, He Feihai’s mouth opened but no sound came out.

“Brother He, did you attend Brother Jinrui’s wedding yesterday?”

After a long silence, He Feihai shook his head: “I only went over after hearing there was trouble at Jinrui’s wedding that evening.”

Qiao Qingyu felt slightly comforted and gained more trust in He Feihai: “I know exactly what I’m doing. I planned this—even if you find me, I won’t go back. I despise my family.”

“But you have a fever,” He Feihai said softly, still trying to persuade her. “And your grandmother fainted at the wedding yesterday from anger.”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “My decision won’t change. Don’t avoid my question, Brother He. Sister was abused by Brother Jinrui when she was twelve—doesn’t that break your heart? Brother Jinrui ruined sister’s youth—don’t you hate him?”

He Feihai blinked slowly twice: “Qiao Baiyu has already left. Even if I hate Brother Jinrui, I couldn’t act as impulsively as you have, involving so many innocent people. Now everyone knows what happened, and your family’s reputation, built up over the years, has been destroyed overnight. Your whole family has been dragged through the mud.”

“No one is innocent,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head. “My grandparents, uncle and aunt, my parents—they helped cover up Jinrui’s evil past, giving him the confidence to be heartless. They’re all accomplices.”

He Feihai sighed deeply again.

“I know what it feels like to be dragged through the mud. For the past three years, I’ve hated my sister, feeling like her ghost was haunting and ruining my life,” Qiao Qingyu continued. “I used to be proud of my innocent, unblemished family. But after discovering this, I understand—it wasn’t sister who dragged us through the mud, it was the whole family who forced her into it.”

“It’s not that dramatic,” He Feihai said softly, though without conviction. “Before, Qiao Baiyu was very cheerful. Honestly, no one could tell she had experienced…”

“She was suffering inside!”

Perhaps due to her agitation, Qiao Qingyu’s vision went black again. Seeing her stumble two steps, He Feihai grabbed her sleeve: “Whatever the case, you’re sick, you must…”

“Lend me money.” Qiao Qingyu steadied herself.

“What?”

“All my money was stolen.”

“Let me find you a hotel to rest.”

“So you can call my parents?”

He Feihai remained silent. Finally, he said: “You can’t stay away from home forever. Besides, your parents reported you missing to the police this afternoon. Every station and hotel has your photo now—you can’t leave Huan Prefecture, you have nowhere to go.”

“Lend me money,” Qiao Qingyu repeated. “If you don’t want me to die out here.”

As soon as He Feihai stepped out the shop’s front door, Qiao Qingyu slipped out the back. She had seen him discussing something with the proprietress before leaving. She ran through the dim, greasy passage, hearing the proprietress calling out something as she turned the corner, but she didn’t look back.

A taxi with its “vacant” sign lit up was parked by the road. Without thinking, she got in.

The driver flicked his cigarette out the window and asked her destination. She said “Anling Cemetery.” Seeing the driver’s startled expression in the rearview mirror, she changed it to “hospital.”

“That’s more like it,” the driver stepped on the gas confidently. “What would you be doing at a cemetery in the dark of night? Which hospital?”

“I’m not familiar with the area,” Qiao Qingyu said. “I have a fever and feel terrible—just take me to the nearest one.”

After about ten minutes, she saw a red cross with a white center by the roadside. Only after paying did she see the hospital’s name: Provincial First People’s Hospital.

The emergency department was straight ahead. With the five hundred yuan He Feihai had given her, Qiao Qingyu walked in with peace of mind.

Faced with the doctor’s advice to drink more water and get more rest, Qiao Qingyu insisted on getting an IV.

“I need to get better quickly,” she told the doctor. “As fast as possible.”

Reluctantly, the doctor gave her a prescription slip. Taking it to the infusion room, watching the nurse insert the needle into the vein on the back of her hand, Qiao Qingyu’s head tilted to one side, and she quickly fell asleep again.

She was awakened by a child’s crying, just as the glass bottle above her head emptied. She called the nurse to remove the needle. The infusion room’s sofa chairs were wide and soft. Remembering what He Feihai said about hotels having her photo, Qiao Qingyu thought staying in the hospital’s infusion room wouldn’t be bad. Looking around, she saw an elderly man receiving an IV to her right front, with a thick blanket covering his knees. Qiao Qingyu quietly went to sit in the seat beside him, pretending to be his companion, closed her eyes, and quickly fell asleep again.

This time she slept longer, perhaps because she was truly exhausted and surrounded by the warm air from the air conditioning. It was her first relatively peaceful sleep in days. What woke her was chaos outside the infusion room. Several medical staff in white uniforms were running back and forth shouting, and the wheels of hospital beds were making harsh scraping sounds against the smooth floor.

Faintly, Qiao Qingyu heard someone shouting: “Has Director Wen arrived?”

“He’s almost here!” another running voice shouted back. “The director just returned from America last night, and hasn’t even had time to adjust to the jet lag…”

“Take them straight to the operating room!”

The elderly man beside her had left at some point, but the brown blanket was covering Qiao Qingyu’s legs. Suddenly, she understood why she had slept so soundly.

She carried the blanket, wandering around the lobby for two rounds, but didn’t see the elderly man. It was only seven o’clock, but long queues had already formed at the outpatient registration counters. There was staff at the nurses’ station. Qiao Qingyu handed the blanket to a nurse, deciding to leave the increasingly noisy hospital and head to Anling Cemetery.

Outside the outpatient department, an empty taxi was just about to start moving. Qiao Qingyu rushed over but collided with someone in a suit at the entrance.

“I’m downstairs,” the person was on the phone and didn’t look at Qiao Qingyu, just slightly nodding his head in apology.

Although he hurried to the elevator, Qiao Qingyu saw clearly—it was Director Wen, Ming Sheng’s father.

The taxi outside had just left. Behind it was parked a black car, with a short, stocky man standing beside it, chatting with a passing nurse.

“Director Wen kept urging me to hurry, but the road was slippery, I didn’t dare drive too fast,” the man said. “Where was the accident?”

“On the Huan-Shun Highway,” the nurse said, shaking her head. “It was even a wedding car, full of white roses. They say it’s too horrible to look at, the bride and groom both… It’s tragic.”

“Ah,” the man sighed, “a happy occasion turned tragic.”

Huan-Shun Highway, wedding car, white roses.

Fear spread rapidly through her entire body, leaving Qiao Qingyu paralyzed.



Chapter 28: Peaceful Rest
So it turns out I’m a coward, Qiao Qingyu thought, deeply disappointed in herself. In the elevator, heading up to confirm who was in the accident, she encountered an elderly couple crying uncontrollably. From the consoling words of relatives speaking in the Huan Prefecture dialect, she learned it was their granddaughter who had been in the accident.

As the elevator doors opened, revealing the cold characters for “Operating Room” at the end of the hallway, the silver-haired elderly woman let out an earth-shattering wail of anguish. Qiao Qingyu retreated to a corner of the elevator, not following them out.

Afraid of encountering familiar faces of her relatives, she fled.

After running from the hospital, she quickly got into a taxi. This time the driver didn’t ask questions, winding through Huan Prefecture’s streets, along the narrow lakeside road, past clusters of cheerful tourists, up the gentle slope at the foot of North Mountain, finally stopping at the bus station in front of Anling Cemetery.

Her head ached, everything spinning. The bright sun was behind her head, and though her forehead was burning hot in the shadows, it was also breaking out in cold sweat. Walking up the black shadows, Qiao Qingyu’s muddled mind alternated between flashes of Ming Sheng’s handwritten note and blurry images of the aftermath of the accident. Though her remaining rationality struggled to tell her the accident victim might not be Qiao Jinrui, the emotional guilt already weighed so heavily she couldn’t straighten her back.

Qiao Baiyu’s grave stood quietly by the steps, appearing poignantly lonely compared to the surrounding tombstones adorned with flowers. During the Spring Festival, many people came to sweep graves. Just as Qiao Qingyu’s hand brushed over the sweet smile on Qiao Baiyu’s photo in the center of the tombstone, a group of people of various ages passed behind her, stopping a few meters away at another grave.

They came well-prepared, with flowers, offerings, and joss paper, missing nothing. Completing all the proper rituals, they even lit two white candles before the tombstone before leaving. This made Qiao Qingyu feel quite apologetic toward Qiao Baiyu.

“I’m sorry, sister,” she whispered, “I came in such a hurry, I forgot to bring you flowers.”

Turning to face the sun, Qiao Qingyu crouched down to sit on the steps. Her shoulder leaned against the white tombstone, her head just touching its rounded edge. Closing her eyes, the world turned red. Her temperature must have risen again, waves of nausea rising from her empty stomach, her mouth dry as fire.

“Fool,” Qiao Qingyu whispered self-mockingly, her voice barely there.

She had longed for the vastness of the sky but ignored the heaviness of her mortal body. Now, though bitter and resentful toward her clumsiness, she had to acknowledge that, tormented by high fever, she probably couldn’t leave Huan Prefecture.

Perhaps she couldn’t even leave this cemetery.

Her thoughts stagnated, muddy waves churning in her mind, her whole being dizzy. In her haziness, she seemed to be lying in bed, with the familiar face of Li Fanghao before her.

“Told you to take off that cotton coat,” Li Fanghao nagged, placing a folded hot towel on Qiao Qingyu’s forehead. “What happened to your sister’s old clothes? Don’t keep comparing yourself with classmates, understand?”

The tone and manner were so clear as if it had happened yesterday. Qiao Qingyu moved her head slightly, pressing her burning face against Qiao Baiyu’s cold tombstone.

In her confusion, she felt the sunlight disappear, and a blurry voice came from above, gradually becoming clear: “Young lady? Young lady?”

Struggling to open her eyes, she saw an old man wearing a navy blue traditional cotton jacket standing before her.

“Why is a young lady like you here alone?” The elderly man wore old-fashioned large-framed glasses, his silver hair gleaming against the light. “Are you sick? You should go home! Where do you live?”

Qiao Qingyu slowly shook her head and opened her mouth, but said nothing. The old man leaned forward to look at Qiao Baiyu’s grave, then asked understanding: “Here to see your sister?”

Then he added: “Your sister would be happy, now hurry home, young lady, it’s cold here.”

After patting Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder, he turned and walked down the cemetery steps, his pace slow but light, as if walking on clouds. After watching him leave, Qiao Qingyu closed her eyes and once again rested her head against Qiao Baiyu’s tombstone.

Her whole body was weak and powerless—how could she leave?

Might as well sleep here for a while—

When she woke, the sun had climbed overhead. A family of three was paying respects nearby, their child constantly casting curious glances in her direction. After they left, another family came, each person passing before Qiao Qingyu with barely concealed surprise before stopping at the grave next to Qiao Baiyu’s.

Smoke curled through the air, and Qiao Qingyu’s cough broke the silence.

After that family left, Qiao Qingyu struggled to her feet, turned, and sat before Qiao Baiyu’s grave.

She had to think clearly about what to do next. But her head was heavy, impossible to focus. Thoughts expanded wildly then contracted sharply, leaving only a black hole of fear.

“If,” she whispered to the sacred face of Qiao Baiyu in the photo, “if it was Brother Jinrui and Sister Xiaoyun in the accident, what should I do?”

All was silent, with no answer.

Someone was coming. A single person, footsteps gradually becoming clearer, approaching from behind her right side, then stopping.

Qiao Qingyu’s heart suspended, she turned around, and a large bunch of blooming white chrysanthemums entered her vision.

Above the chrysanthemums were eyes as bright as black jasper.

In those few seconds of meeting Ming Sheng’s gaze, Qiao Qingyu felt as if she had fallen into a dream. She quickly looked away, numbly watching from the corner of her eye as Ming Sheng half-crouched to place the bouquet neatly beneath Qiao Baiyu’s photo. When he turned his gaze toward her, Qiao Qingyu lowered her head in embarrassment and distress.

“I thought you’d gone far away.”

Qiao Qingyu held back the urge to cry, closing her dizzy eyes.

“You…” Ming Sheng’s careful manner made him exceptionally gentle, “are you feeling unwell?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded, then quickly shook her head. The next moment, a cool large hand covered her forehead.

“I’m so thirsty,” Qiao Qingyu spoke, her hoarse voice trembling with suppression, like a cry of grief.

She opened her eyes to see Ming Sheng anxiously looking around, his face showing worry she had never seen before: “Wait for me, three minutes.”

He stood up and ran quickly down the steps, turning out of the cemetery entrance, and disappearing in the blink of an eye.

Her legs had gone numb at some point. Qiao Qingyu struggled to stand, tilting her face to find the sun, and crashed straight into the bright orb hanging high in the sky. The white sun burned her, and when she opened her eyes again, the world became unreal, flickering white spots everywhere, dreamlike silence all around.

Just now, Ming Sheng’s sudden appearance—was it her hallucination?

How did he know her sister was here? How did he find her? He… wouldn’t try to persuade her to go home, would he? The chaotic questions pushed and shoved into Qiao Qingyu’s mind, and her dying brain suddenly excited like a final burst of energy, exhausting her in just those few minutes.

Fortunately, Ming Sheng appeared again. His quickly moving figure was like a stabilizing anchor, miraculously calming all the turbulent waves in Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

“Drink,” Ming Sheng handed her an opened bottle of mineral water.

As the mountain spring water flowed down her parched tongue into her chest, Qiao Qingyu felt like a withered tree gradually regaining life.

“You need to drink hot water,” Ming Sheng’s voice was so soft as if afraid of hurting her, “and get some good sleep.”

Qiao Qingyu put down the empty water bottle she had drunk in one go: “I have a fever.”

“I know.”

“Are my photos everywhere outside?”

Ming Sheng paused slightly, seeming to carefully consider the meaning of this question.

“I heard my family is looking everywhere for me, they’ve reported to the police.”

Ming Sheng nodded: “They put out a missing person notice in the newspaper. Aunt Feng—you know her? The newspaper stand owner’s wife—she showed it to me.”

“I can’t go home.”

“Your fever is very serious.”

Qiao Qingyu lowered her eyes. She was conversing with Ming Sheng through sheer willpower, but her legs were like cotton, looking as fragile as a leaf about to fall.

Ming Sheng didn’t let her wander in her confused thoughts: “Let’s get you some proper sleep first. I’ll take you somewhere your family won’t find you.”

—

As the taxi slowly approached the gates of Chaoyang New Village, afraid of being recognized, Qiao Qingyu huddled in the corner of the back seat, having already pulled her down jacket hood over her head. To her right, Ming Sheng rolled down the window, greeted the security guard, and responded to Shopkeeper Feng’s greeting from not far behind the car. Before the car came to a complete stop, Qiao Qingyu noticed the building number, solving the mystery—Building 38 of Chaoyang New Village.

Ming Sheng had brought her to his grandfather’s home.

Only after entering did Qiao Qingyu dare remove her hood. “Don’t go to the kitchen, there are no curtains there,” Ming Sheng said while bending down to take out a pair of slippers from the shoe cabinet. “Here.”

The layout of the apartment was identical to Qiao Qingyu’s home, yet it had none of that suffocating atmosphere. The white walls were clean, the sofa and dining table shared the same natural wood color, simple yet warm. Where a TV would normally be, an upright piano stood pressed against a bookshelf that reached the ceiling, its glass doors so clean they were almost invisible if not for the reflection. A light gray carpet lay under the tea table, and a cheerful Chinese landscape painting hung on the white wall above the sofa. The empty balcony was completely enclosed in glass, like a transparent box filled with warm sunlight.

As soon as they entered, Ming Sheng drew the floor-length curtains between the living room and balcony, immediately darkening the room considerably.

“You can sleep in the master bedroom,” Ming Sheng opened the door beside the bookshelf. “The smaller room’s window faces your house, which you probably wouldn’t like.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded slowly. Her mind felt stuffed with cotton, unable to form words.

Suddenly Ming Sheng let out a soft “oh,” sounding somewhat deflated. Qiao Qingyu stretched her neck to peek into the master bedroom and saw nothing but a bare mattress on the bed.

“I can make the bed…”

“Come on, in your condition?” Ming Sheng cut her off decisively. “Sit down, I’ll do it.”

Qiao Qingyu sat awkwardly, especially when she saw Ming Sheng take out bedding, pillows, duvet covers, and sheets from the wardrobe, and then stand silently by the bed after laying them out. Just as she was about to get up to help, Ming Sheng rushed out of the room: “Boiling water, you need to drink it hot.”

After bustling about in the kitchen like a whirlwind, he returned to the doorway: “Remember, don’t go to the kitchen, your family has many watching eyes. And here,” he pointed to the floor-length curtains on Qiao Qingyu’s left, “the neighbors’ eyes can be just as frightening.”

Then, with a snap, he closed the door.

Imagining him scratching his head in confusion while left alone with the bedding, Qiao Qingyu felt both deeply moved and amused. The wooden sofa was rather hard, and with her dizzy head, she got up to approach the envied bookshelf, her eyes brightening at the vast collection of books within.

A few minutes later, just as Qiao Qingyu couldn’t resist opening the cabinet to pull out a book she’d been eyeing, the door suddenly flew open.

She instantly withdrew her hand, like a child caught misbehaving, and asked sheepishly: “Do you need help making the bed?”

The urgency and frustration were written on Ming Sheng’s face, though his tone remained calm as usual: “I can handle it. Since you’re up for it, why don’t you take a shower?”

“But I didn’t bring any clean underwear.”

The words left her mouth without thinking, and Qiao Qingyu’s face instantly burned. She unconsciously took a small step back, just as the old book she’d partially pulled out earlier lost its battle with gravity and fell to the floor with a thud. The cover showed two women in ambiguous poses, looking as crude as an erotic novel. Yet under the title “Norwegian Wood,” there was a striking yellow subtitle—”Farewell to the Virgin World.” How could such a renowned work have such an unseemly cover? Qiao Qingyu wished she could dissolve into thin air from embarrassment.

“Hot water will help you relax.”

After speaking, Ming Sheng quickly withdrew his head and slowly closed the door.

—

Qiao Qingyu not only showered but also washed her hair. For the first time in three days, she removed her heavy outer clothing, and the hot water from the shower was like a cleansing rain, washing away all the dirt from her body. The warm air from the hair dryer, along with the lingering fresh scent of shampoo, made nameless flowers bloom in Qiao Qingyu’s heart as if she had stepped into spring.

Walking out of the bathroom, the apartment was quiet, with Ming Sheng nowhere to be seen. On the dining table sat a steaming kettle with its lid open, a glass half-filled with water, and beneath the glass, a note: I’ll be back soon.

In the bedroom, the bed was made, the gray and white checkered pillows and comforter showing adorable curves, visibly soft and inviting.

Qiao Qingyu gently pulled out the chair, retrieved the note from under the glass, and took out her notebook from the inner pocket of her down jacket, carefully tucking the note inside.

The water in the glass was still quite hot. She held it with both hands, blowing on it silently, afraid that any force might wake her from this beautiful dream. As she sipped the water slowly, she looked around, quietly committing every detail to memory. Just as she was pouring a second glass, she heard the sound of a key in the lock, the door opened, and Ming Sheng slipped inside.

He carried a large bottle of mineral water in one hand and several plastic bags in the other. Reaching the dining table, he opened the bags one by one, revealing fried rice, plain congee, and other food items, several boxes of cold medicine, and daily necessities like towels, toothbrushes, and tissues. Then he took the mineral water to the kitchen and came back with two bowls.

“Can you eat?”

Ming Sheng asked briefly while sitting down across the dining table, filling one bowl with congee and pushing it toward Qiao Qingyu.

Qiao Qingyu whispered a thank you, barely audible, not daring to meet his eyes. Ming Sheng said nothing more, quickly finishing his fried rice, and when Qiao Qingyu pushed her bowl aside saying she was full, he reached for the cold medicine to open it.

“Let me,” Qiao Qingyu quickly reached out, “I can do it myself, thank you.”

As if not hearing her, Ming Sheng still opened the powder packet, went to the kitchen for another glass, mixed the medicine, and placed it before Qiao Qingyu. Throughout the process, he didn’t say a word, while Qiao Qingyu’s gaze unconsciously followed his hands. They were large hands with distinct knuckles, lean and long, with immaculately trimmed nails, mixing the medicine with gentle yet efficient movements, mysteriously combining elegance with strength—just like Ming Sheng himself, whose inherent powerful presence couldn’t be masked even by his gentle tone, making him quite captivating.

For some reason, just watching Ming Sheng’s hands made Qiao Qingyu’s heart race.

“Take this and get some sleep.”

Like an obedient child following orders, Qiao Qingyu drank the medicine in one go. As she placed the glass in the extended large hand across the table, she gathered her courage and met Ming Sheng’s intense gaze.

“You’re not asking anything,” she said, “aren’t you curious about what happened to me these past few days?”

“Of course I am,” Ming Sheng replied frankly, his eyes showing increased concern, “but let’s talk after you get some proper sleep.”

With that, he put down the glass, walked to the master bedroom, and held the door open with one hand in an inviting gesture. As if hypnotized, Qiao Qingyu automatically lifted her feet, walking past Ming Sheng in a dreamlike daze.

“You can lock the door from inside,” she heard Ming Sheng whisper near her ear, “don’t think about anything, just sleep.”

She didn’t think about anything. That bed, clearly made by Ming Sheng for the first time, had some magic to it. As soon as her head touched the pillow, Qiao Qingyu fell asleep—a true, peaceful sleep she hadn’t experienced in a long time.



Chapter 29: Stay or Leave
When Qiao Qingyu woke up, strength had returned to her limbs and her headache had subsided considerably. The warm cocoon of blankets felt slightly damp from her sweating. Outside, the streetlight filtered through the light curtains casting a thin glow over the wardrobe opposite. Rain pattered softly outside, its even, peaceful rhythm soothing to the heart, making the room with its distinct shadows seem as still as a long-forgotten oil painting.

Rolling out of bed and putting on her clothes and jacket, Qiao Qingyu gently turned the bedroom door handle. In the silence, the lock’s “click” seemed particularly loud.

The living room was empty, with a floor lamp beside the sofa casting a soft, warm glow. The wall clock near the door showed noon. The kettle and glass remained on the dining table. Qiao Qingyu poured herself some water and quietly sat down on the sofa.

The partition curtain between the living room and kitchen was double-layered, and through the gap in the middle, Qiao Qingyu could see the apartment directly opposite the kitchen—her home—brightly lit.

She sat properly, silently taking a few sips of water, noticing a sliver of light coming from under the small bedroom door. Was Ming Sheng in there? Was he asleep?

Her head no longer felt heavy, but her stomach ached with hunger. With no choice, she knocked on the small bedroom door.

Ming Sheng opened it wearing only a short-sleeved shirt, eyes drowsy and hair disheveled, looking as if he’d just gotten up from bed.

“I just,” Qiao Qingyu quickly glanced over his bleary eyes, “wanted to ask if there’s anything to eat?”

Ming Sheng scratched his head: “Wait a moment.”

He grabbed a jacket hanging on the wall, putting it on as he walked into the kitchen. Two minutes later he returned, carrying a white bowl in one hand and a red apple in the other.

“Milk and cereal,” he placed the bowl where Qiao Qingyu had sat before while taking his usual seat opposite. “You eat first, I’ll go buy more food later.”

As he finished speaking, he produced a fruit knife as if by magic and began peeling the apple.

“Feeling better?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded with a mouthful of cereal, making a muffled sound of agreement. She was starving, and while focused on drinking the milk, she secretly watched the person opposite, her gaze fixed on Ming Sheng’s hands. His right hand held the knife with skilled, fluid movements, and several surgical scars marked the arch of his thumb web. Suddenly, she wanted to grab that hand and gently kiss it. Remembering how Ming Sheng’s blood had traced a path on the playground that day, Qiao Qingyu’s breathing became slightly urgent.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Ming Sheng seemed not to hear, pulling out a tissue and placing the smooth, rounded cream-colored apple on it before pushing it towards her.

“I’m sorry,” Qiao Qingyu raised her voice, “threatening Ye Zilin with a knife was too impulsive…”

“How many times are you going to apologize?” Ming Sheng interrupted, his tone carrying notable reproach, with a kind of painful disappointment. “I’ll tell you now, it’s fine. Ye Zilin only acted so recklessly because I pushed you away, so the problem lies with me, understand?”

Qiao Qingyu froze for a moment: “But regardless, I shouldn’t have…”

“Those losers would never dare mess with anyone from No. 2 High School,” anger showed clearly on Ming Sheng’s face, “you’re in my class, yet they dared to act up! It’s because I had… towards you early on…”

He suddenly stopped, looking at the blushing Qiao Qingyu, and let out a soft breath: “It’s my fault.”

Don’t look at me—Qiao Qingyu’s heart pounded as she stared at the apple—don’t look at me, don’t look at me.

Half a century later, Ming Sheng pulled out another tissue and lowered his head to carefully wipe the fruit knife. Qiao Qingyu smiled brightly as if granted a reprieve: “You peel apples so quickly!”

“Is it quick?” Ming Sheng slightly furrowed his brow, though undisguised pleasure showed on his face as his fingers pinched the end of the apple peel and slowly raised it. “I deliberately slowed down today.”

The apple peel was one complete strip, without even a crease.

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but let out a “wow.”

“In elementary school, all my classmates would ask me to sharpen their pencils,” Ming Sheng lowered his hand, his eyes gleaming with pride as he looked at Qiao Qingyu. “I beat all the pencil sharpeners.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled with pursed lips, lowering her head to take another sip of milk and cereal—under Ming Sheng’s gaze, her movements became much stiffer.

“Why?” after swallowing the cereal, she raised her head again, asking casually, “Why can you peel so well?”

Ming Sheng adjusted his posture casually: “Practice.”

“Practice peeling pencils?”

“When I was young, my father liked to compete with me to motivate me, in everything,” Ming Sheng looked away. “You know what he does, his requirements for precision aren’t something you can achieve casually.”

“Is that true for calligraphy too?”

Ming Sheng turned his face, chin lifted, hands crossed behind his head, relaxing against the chair back: “Calligraphy was to please my mother. She’s an artist herself, and her standards for me were both vague and extreme.”

“What standards?” Qiao Qingyu asked seriously.

Ming Sheng looked down at her with meaningful eyes, slowly pronouncing one word: “Beauty.”

Qiao Qingyu made an “oh” sound and buried her head to continue drinking her milk and cereal. Feeling Ming Sheng’s gaze occasionally glancing her way, she swallowed the last mouthful of milk and casually looked up to ask: “So, you’re so… I mean, I think you must have met your parents’ requirements by now, right?”

“No, it’s impossible to ever meet them.”

His tone was emotionless, so blank it bordered on despair. Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt that Ming Sheng was also a pitiful child. She nodded, silently put the empty bowl aside, picked up the apple, and took a bite, its fresh fragrance filling her.

“Is it… sweet?” Ming Sheng’s voice carried a shy smile.

Qiao Qingyu nodded again.

“I’ll go buy something hot,” Ming Sheng said as he stood up. “How about the clay pot porridge placed behind the bus stop?”

“No, no need,” Qiao Qingyu quickly stood up, waving her hands frantically. “I’m not hungry anymore, and it’s too late, plus it’s raining.”

“But I’m hungry.” Ming Sheng left with these words, putting on his scarf, grabbing the umbrella by the shoe rack, and closing the front door behind him.

—

Not long after he left, a woman’s tragic scream tore through the peaceful rainy night. The cry was so urgent, so desperate, that Qiao Qingyu, who had just finished her apple, couldn’t help but shudder. Pressing her face near the gap in the partition curtain to look outside, through the hazy rain curtain, she could see the all-too-familiar fluorescent light still burning in the living room opposite. Qiao Lilong sat helplessly at the dining table, Qiao Lusheng paced anxiously in front of the television, and though the sofa was mostly hidden by the wall, she could still make out the hanging legs of Li Fanghao, too weak to sit up straight.

Imagining Li Fanghao’s heartbroken expression, Qiao Qingyu’s heart tightened, and the apple in her mouth suddenly lost all taste.

Another heart-wrenching cry reached her ears, accompanied by a man’s vicious curses, the sound so close it seemed to come from behind her. Qiao Qingyu stepped back several paces, turned toward the locked front door, and peered through the peephole.

What she saw outside made her gasp in shock.

A man grabbed a woman’s shoulders, throwing her to the ground despite her desperate screams and resistance, then grabbed her hair and flung her down the stairs like a sack. Soon after, a familiar face appeared in the open doorway across the hall, expressionlessly glancing down the stairs before pulling the door handle and slamming it shut, leaving both the man and woman outside.

“Ah—” the woman screamed and wailed. The man produced a small bottle of erguotou liquor from somewhere, took several gulps, then smashed the bottle to pieces on the ground before staggering down the stairs.

“I’ll teach you to be nosy, you worthless woman…”

It sounded like he was repeatedly kicking the woman. The curses and painful moans alternated endlessly, frightening Qiao Qingyu, who was peeking from behind the door, into repeatedly backing away. After a few minutes, the man seemed to tire and returned to pound on the door, his shouts thunderous: “Mumu! Open up!”

A few minutes later, the woman also returned, crying: “Mumu, open the door for Mama!”

Then silence fell. Footsteps echoed in the corridor, a key inserted into the lock, and Ming Sheng slipped in, bringing a rush of cold air with him.

“Clay pot porridge, still very hot,” he said while changing his shoes, then glanced at the shaken Qiao Qingyu. “What’s wrong?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head, trying to make sense of the storm-like scene she had just witnessed.

“It’s quite mild,” Ming Sheng walked to the dining table, opened the plastic bag, and took out the takeout box. “Are you good with spicy food? The buns at your place are very spicy… What’s wrong, Qiao Qingyu?”

“Ah Sheng,” the words left her mouth before she could stop herself, surprising even her, “I just saw Sister Mumu’s father beating her mother.”

Ming Sheng shrugged: “No wonder there were liquor bottles outside. For their family, this is routine.”

Qiao Qingyu let out a heavy sigh and walked toward the dining table.

“Did it frighten you?”

Qiao Qingyu wanted to shrug casually like Ming Sheng, but she couldn’t. The sudden concern and gentleness in Ming Sheng’s tone were as thick as the night itself, making her so uncomfortable she wanted to bolt out the door.

“What did you just call me?” While pulling out the chopsticks, Ming Sheng smiled with pursed lips, his eyes dancing with anticipation.

Qiao Qingyu froze for a moment, ignored it, and sat down, seeming to talk to herself: “Why are there so many unreasonable things in the world?”

“Sister Mumu’s family situation is rather complicated,” seeing her troubled emotions, Ming Sheng explained, “Her father used to be an elementary school teacher, then went into business, borrowed high-interest loans, lost money to fraud, and never recovered, drowning his sorrows in alcohol every day.”

“Mm.”

“He drinks too much, his liver is ruined, he’s constantly in and out of the hospital, and he has a violent temper, often beating her mother. According to my father,” Ming Sheng’s tone grew heavy, “Sister Mumu’s father won’t last much longer, three to five years at most.”

“Three to five years.” Qiao Qingyu repeated softly. For some reason, she thought of herself—she had planned to leave her parents for five years but had never considered what she would do if one of them died during that time.

“Sister Mumu hates her home,” Ming Sheng said while helping Qiao Qingyu open the takeout box lid, “I also hate my…”

The word “home” nearly escaped but he swallowed it back: “my parents.”

Qiao Qingyu raised her puzzled gaze, meeting his intense black eyes, watching as they instantly ignited at her glance, becoming shimmering pearls of light.

She drew back her shoulders, looked toward the kettle on her left, and then raised her right hand, slowly tucking her loose hair behind her ear. Perhaps because she was far from the window, sitting at the dining table, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t hear even a hint of rain, only the thundering of her own heart.

“You’re so beautiful.”

These words fell like a massive stone from the sky, knocking Qiao Qingyu’s soul from her body. “I want to ask, want you to help me ask,” she began speaking in panic, almost incoherently, “ask your father about something very important.”

“The same thing I refused to help you ask about before, right?”

Ming Sheng responded so quickly that Qiao Qingyu took a moment to react.

“I already know,” Ming Sheng looked at Qiao Qingyu’s somewhat bewildered face, “how your sister died.”

The air grew so still that Qiao Qingyu dared not breathe. After a while, she repeated what Qiao Lusheng had said three years ago: “Acute appendicitis?”

“You don’t believe that either, do you?”

The caution in his eyes frightened her. The truth before her eyes was like a bottomless abyss, and she became timid, afraid to step forward.

They both lowered their heads slightly, then raised their eyes to look at each other, almost speaking simultaneously: “You…”

Silence.

“You go first.”

“You just need to tell me,” Qiao Qingyu asked rapidly, afraid she might lose her nerve, “is what outsiders say true, did my sister have AIDS?”

Ming Sheng looked at her, his lips parting but no sound coming out.

“Is it…” Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath, “true?”

“HIV positive.”

It took Qiao Qingyu almost half a minute to digest these three letters and two characters as if an eternal black curtain had fallen in her heart. The rumors she had always dismissed were confirmed, and she felt she could never hold her head high again.

Ming Sheng broke the silence again: “You’re very different from your sister.”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head absently, “equally stubborn.”

“I used to think you hated her.”

Qiao Qingyu wanted to say “I still don’t like her now,” but the words caught in her throat, overwhelmed by sudden grief. She and Qiao Baiyu shared the same blood, connected souls—it couldn’t be dismissed with simple “hate” or “like.” Sister—these two words made her want to cry.

Looking at Ming Sheng, his gaze was as gentle as a fawn’s.

“My sister’s life was tragic, wasn’t it?” Qiao Qingyu looked straight at him. “Our whole family is tragic, isn’t it?”

“No.”

“If I didn’t exist in this world, she could have grown up in Shun Yun, and had a completely different life,” Qiao Qingyu’s voice trembled slightly. “I pushed her out of the family. What right do I have to hate her? It’s natural for her to hate me. She should hate me even more.”

“I don’t think she hates you.”

“Don’t try to comfort me,” Qiao Qingyu allowed herself to sink into sadness. “I know what I am. My birth itself was a sin, and then I did something irreparable, hurting every family member, sin upon sin. No matter what I do from now on, whether I leave or stay, this guilt will follow me for life, never to be erased.”

“Qiao Qingyu…”

“Can you help me with one more thing?” Qiao Qingyu raised her eyes decisively. “Ask your father if the surgery this morning was for Qiao Jinrui and Sister Xiaoyun.”

Ming Sheng seemed not to understand.

“There was a wedding car accident on the Huan-Shun Highway, your father performed the surgery, I saw him at Provincial First Hospital this morning,” Qiao Qingyu explained. “They say it was terrible. I’ve decided, if it was Brother Jinrui and Sister Xiaoyun, I’d stay in Huan Prefecture, go home, and face everything.”

“If it’s not them, you’ll leave Huan Prefecture?”

“Yes.”

“This morning, I learned your sister was buried in Anling Cemetery from the commotion at your house, that’s how I found you,” Ming Sheng said slowly. “Don’t worry, your brother Qiao Jinrui kept going to the balcony to take calls, he’s not only fine, he’s the chief organizer in your family’s search for you.”

“He’s okay,” Qiao Qingyu clutched her chest in disbelief. “You saw him at our house today, right?”

“Yes, I saw him with my own eyes.”

“God,” Qiao Qingyu seemed dazed, “that’s wonderful.”

It took her a moment to realize Ming Sheng was watching her again. They each had a bowl of clay pot porridge in front of them, neither touching it. Remembering he said he was hungry, she gently urged him to eat.

“Are you going to leave?”

Qiao Qingyu dared not look into his eyes. She lowered her head, scooped up a spoonful of porridge, and silently nodded slightly.

“Where will you go?”

After thinking seriously for a few seconds, Qiao Qingyu answered: “Somewhere bigger, with more people.”

“Shanghai? Beijing?” Ming Sheng frowned. “Do you have money?”

“Speaking of money,” Qiao Qingyu looked at Ming Sheng somewhat apologetically, “last time I said I would pay you, couldn’t let your cousin make the trip for nothing, but my money was stolen at the train station, so I can only pay you when I earn…”

“Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng became sharp, “what do you mean?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t you know why I help you?” A bitter smile flashed across Ming Sheng’s face. “Do you think I help you because you pay me?”

“I…”

“Anything you ask, I can’t refuse,” Ming Sheng cut her off forcefully. “After helping you, I still feel bad, worried I haven’t done enough, worried you’re carrying too much alone.”

Qiao Qingyu’s helpless gaze wandered across the dining table.

“I don’t care where you go,” Ming Sheng’s tone softened somewhat as he gazed at Qiao Qingyu, “but do you know the whole of Huan Prefecture is looking for you? Getting out won’t be simple. Once we determine your destination, we can plan together, and prepare.”

“Prepare… what?”

“Money,” Ming Sheng laughed lightly, his eyes full of gentle reproach. “The cost to Beijing isn’t the same as to Shanghai.”

Qiao Qingyu waved her hands frantically in panic: “You don’t need to help me I can find a way myself.”

“Since you won’t stay,” Ming Sheng continued as if he couldn’t hear her, “I’ll go with you.”

Qiao Qingyu’s eyes widened.

“Don’t worry, I won’t force you to marry me,” Ming Sheng cast her a light glance. “I’ve wanted to run away from home for a long time. Besides, I want to show you just how proper and reliable I can be.”



Chapter 30: Rain
Qiao Qingyu realized Ming Sheng was serious, even though she hadn’t caught his eye when he said those words. The room felt inexplicably stifling. She lowered her head, her gaze lingering on the full clay pot of porridge, picked up her spoon, and wordlessly finished eating.

After consuming the large bowl of warm porridge, sweat beaded on her forehead. Looking up, she once again fell into Ming Sheng’s clear, bottomless eyes.

“Stop looking at me.”

The coldness in her voice hurt Ming Sheng. He blinked, his expression becoming extremely unnatural, mixing embarrassment with a hint of shock. Two seconds later, he turned his head away, presenting Qiao Qingyu with his proud, handsome profile.

“I know you’re serious,” Qiao Qingyu took a quiet breath, “but I want you to know that doing this is meaningless.”

Ming Sheng glanced at her quickly, continuing to look away, though his chin lowered slightly, shadows of defeat crossing his face.

Qiao Qingyu had never seen him wear such an expression, and her heart immediately tightened: “I mean, I already know you’re an upright and reliable person.”

Afraid it sounded too perfunctory, she hastily added: “And very helpful.”

“I’m not helping you because I’m helpful,” Ming Sheng said, “it’s because I like you.”

Qiao Qingyu felt a tingle from her scalp to her fingertips.

“You can reject me a second time, it’s fine,” Ming Sheng waved his hand, appearing unconcerned, “but how I choose to act is my business, you have no right to decide for me.”

He leaned in closer, his determined gaze striking straight into Qiao Qingyu’s heart: “I’m going with you, and that’s final.”

Later, lying back in bed listening to the rain outside the window, the wide-awake Qiao Qingyu felt as if she were standing at the edge of a black hole. On the other side of that hole were Ming Sheng’s eyes. She realized struggling was futile; she would inevitably be completely drawn in, even if it meant being shattered to pieces.

Now her mind was filled only with Ming Sheng’s image, the urgency of escape completely forgotten. Again and again, she recalled his gaze, his words, his proud yet wounded expression. Accompanied by the gentle sound of rain outside, she felt like a small boat, drifting intoxicatedly in those eyes deeper than the sea.

She couldn’t help but think of a distant future. A modest house, with floor-to-ceiling wooden bookshelves, sunlight streaming through clean windows onto comfortable fabric sofas. A vase of fresh daisies on the dining table, their golden centers like tiny suns that would never set. Sitting at the table, her gaze would end when Ming Sheng sat across from her, just as his gaze would surely end with her.

The rain grew heavier. Outside the room came a “click” as Ming Sheng turned off the floor lamp in the living room.

Wide awake, Qiao Qingyu wondered if Ming Sheng would go right to sleep after returning to his room. Or would he, like her, listen to the rain while thinking of the other?

She somewhat regretted her earlier timidity—when Ming Sheng had asked if she wanted to use the internet, she had shaken her head. Was it embarrassment at being alone with him in his room, or fear of seeing news about herself online? Perhaps both. Am I so cowardly, she thought, unable to face either emotions or reality?

The bed was against the wall, and Qiao Qingyu stretched out her left arm, her fingertips touching the cool surface. Ming Sheng was just on the other side. He probably couldn’t sleep either, right? What was he doing at this moment?

She could already anticipate how she would face Ming Sheng next. Perhaps, without him even speaking, just meeting those eyes would make her surrender, revealing all her plans. She couldn’t bear to see disappointment climb those soul-stirring features again. Maybe she could be even more reckless, desperately merging emotion and reality—letting Ming Sheng lead her by his injured hand, taking her anywhere, no matter where.

After tossing and turning for a long while, Qiao Qingyu noticed the rain outside had stopped. She closed her eyes trying to sleep, but caught the sound of soft knocking.

Thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.

Someone was knocking on the heavy iron door in the living room. Qiao Qingyu’s first thought was that she had been seen by the family across the hall, and she sat up in fright.

Thump, thump-thump, thump-thump. The knocking sounded steady and calm, not at all urgent.

Ming Sheng made no sound.

Qiao Qingyu quickly got out of bed, dressed herself, and carefully made the bed. The knocking continued. She walked toward the door with resignation, vowing that no matter what, she couldn’t let her family barge in and make trouble. She had to leave before Ming Sheng woke up.

As her hand reached for the doorknob, there was a sudden “squeak” from outside—Ming Sheng had rushed to the iron door.

He moved like the wind, immediately opening the iron door with another “squeak.”

Qiao Qingyu stood frozen, hand still on the cold doorknob.

“Come in.” Ming Sheng didn’t sound surprised at all.

The iron door closed. Footsteps moved to the sofa and sat down softly.

“I saw the light on across the hall through the door crack earlier, so I knew you were back,” came a very gentle girl’s voice. “Still adjusting to the time difference? You must be exhausted after flying for over ten hours?”

It was Wang Mumu. Qiao Qingyu silently let out a breath.

“It’s fine.” From his voice, Ming Sheng was sitting in a chair by the dining table.

“To be honest, my parents were fighting again tonight,” Wang Mumu seemed to be smiling bitterly, her voice resigned yet strong and compelling. “They haven’t had a peaceful moment these past few days during the New Year. My father’s crazy, and my mother cries every day.”

“I saw the wine bottles on the ground.”

Wang Mumu sighed: “Sheng, you know, this is my first time leaving home in the middle of the night.”

“If I were you, I would have left long ago.”

“I’m different from you,” Wang Mumu said softly, “I’m a girl. When I was about to leave just now, my mother was crying in bed, saying it’s not proper for a girl to be out late at night… but I still ran away.”

“Not really,” Ming Sheng said, “you’re just outside your home. Are you planning to go somewhere else? Or will you head back after sitting for a while?”

“For me, leaving home at night and knocking on a boy’s door alone is already a very brave act,” Wang Mumu’s voice was barely audible, “although we’re very familiar, still, men and women are different now, we’re not children anymore.”

Ming Sheng remained silent.

“But I’m not nervous at all, your home is the most familiar to me, right? When I was little and my parents were busy, Grandfather often invited me over for meals, and after coming so many times I felt embarrassed and started helping grandfather clean. I’m very familiar with every corner here, I even used to clean your room.”

“Yes,” Ming Sheng agreed, “being so familiar, what is there to be nervous about?”

“Of course, I’m nervous about leaving home for the first time,” Wang Mumu seemed to be pouting, “to tell you the truth, it was Qiao Qingyu from your class who gave me courage. After knowing what she did, I thought, wow, she’s so brave, I want to be like her. So, I texted you asking if I could come. When you got my text, were you surprised?”

“Not really.”

“You came back last night, right?” Wang Mumu asked with a laugh, “Honestly, I was quite surprised, I thought you’d finish adjusting to the time difference at Qinghu Manor before coming to visit, I didn’t expect…”

“Sister Mumu,” Ming Sheng interrupted Wang Mumu with slight impatience, “did you come over just because you had nowhere else to go, or do you want me to help with something? If you need help, just say it directly, I’ll help if I can.”

“Oh,” Wang Mumu seemed somewhat embarrassed, “No, I know it’s not appropriate, but I don’t want to go home tonight… Weren’t you always sleeping in the big room? Can I stay in the small room? I won’t sleep, I’ll just use the internet until dawn.”

There was no immediate response from Ming Sheng.

“If it’s not convenient, I’ll just sit on the living room sofa, you go ahead and sleep,” Wang Mumu said, “When it’s dawn, I’ll go to a classmate’s house. It’s too dark now, and it’s wet and cold outside, I’m afraid to go out.”

“Sister Mumu,” Ming Sheng’s voice was somewhat solemn, as if after careful consideration, “Qiao Qingyu is here.”

“Ah?!”

“She’s already asleep, in the big room,” Ming Sheng explained further, “So, tonight I’m sleeping in the small room.”

“Oh…”

“She doesn’t want her parents to find her, so,” Ming Sheng paused, “you must keep this secret.”

“Her parents are very worried about her,” Wang Mumu’s voice held a rare urgency, “Their family has been in chaos for several days. How can she bear to just leave like this? Did she come to ask for your help? Why did you agree?”

“I found her myself and brought her back,” Ming Sheng answered seriously, “She had nowhere to go, brought nothing with her, and she had a fever.”

“You’re too kind, Sheng. She hurt you, yet you return evil with kindness… She’s truly fortunate to know you.”

“Sister Mumu,” Ming Sheng took a deep breath, “I like her.”

As if the confession was about herself, Qiao Qingyu nervously covered her chest behind the door. She hadn’t expected Ming Sheng to be so frank. But thinking again, perhaps this was how good friends should be. Ming Sheng wasn’t a reserved person to begin with, being uninhibited in front of a trusted childhood friend was normal. It was herself who lacked friends and didn’t know how to open her heart to others.

After several seconds of dead silence, Wang Mumu spoke, her voice still extremely gentle: “Actually, I kind of guessed it I know you so well… You think she’s different from others, right?”

“Of course.”

“I think so too,” Wang Mumu smiled, “I quite like her as well. She’s beautiful but not vulgar, and although she’s quiet and keeps to herself, she must be a wonderful person.”

With these words, the air in the room suddenly became less tense, while Qiao Qingyu, eavesdropping behind the door, was moved almost to tears.

“It’s just that she doesn’t accept me,” Ming Sheng sounded more relaxed too, “but that’s just a matter of time, she’ll accept me one day.”

“I think so too,” Wang Mumu laughed, “How could any girl not accept you? Unless she’s blind!”

Ming Sheng chuckled a couple of times.

“Mm, I’m really happy that you would tell me who you like,” Wang Mumu was still laughing, “It shows you’re still willing to confide in me.”

“I wasn’t planning to hide it from anyone.”

“In that case, I’ll go home today, I won’t say more,” Wang Mumu stood up, “After talking with you, I’m feeling much better.”

Ming Sheng didn’t ask questions or try to make her stay, instead proactively opened the iron door and saw Wang Mumu out.

On a rainy day, Qiao Qingyu was awakened in her warm bed by the gentle sound of piano music. After listening for a moment, she realized this warm and peaceful piano sound came from the living room on the other side of the wall. She had never seen Ming Sheng play the piano, and even now in her mind, she could only imagine his light yet powerful hands moving over the black and white keys. At one point, the bass became tight and sorrowful, while the treble was smooth yet resolute like an angel in the clouds parting the dark clouds and extending arms toward herself stuck in the mire. Qiao Qingyu stopped dressing, her eyes unexpectedly welling with tears from indescribable emotion.

When she opened the door, the last note still lingered in the room. Ming Sheng lowered his hands from the keys, pursed his lips, and looked at Qiao Qingyu, a shy yet proud smile spreading across his face.

“Can’t listen for free.” He said, extending his right hand straight out before Qiao Qingyu’s eyes.

Qiao Qingyu put her hand in her down jacket pocket.

This action made Ming Sheng laugh: “You’re going to pay?”

In the pocket was something cold yet beautiful, the only sparkling thing on Qiao Qingyu’s person, something she absolutely couldn’t lose. When she gently placed it in Ming Sheng’s palm, Qiao Qingyu felt as if she were entrusting herself to him.

She turned her head, avoiding his eager gaze, and hurriedly walked toward the bathroom.

“I was just joking, Qiao Qingyu.”

“I know,” Qiao Qingyu’s ears burned hot, “It’s a gift for you.”

The rain never stopped. Qiao Qingyu’s gesture of giving the pearl hairpin was like a thunderclap, stunning Ming Sheng temporarily speechless. The air was thick with ambiguity. During lunch, both remained silent, yet there were more knowing glances exchanged—mainly because Qiao Qingyu no longer simply avoided those burning eyes across from her. Ming Sheng seemed ready to smile at any moment. Each time his sparkling eyes cast over, waves of sweetness surged in Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

After lunch, Ming Sheng said he needed to get something from Qinghu Manor, and Qiao Qingyu knew it must be related to their departure.

“Don’t go to the kitchen, don’t open the curtains, don’t open the door for anyone,” Ming Sheng instructed before leaving, “Wait for me to return.”

His study door wasn’t closed, and although Qiao Qingyu very much wanted to, she ultimately didn’t dare to turn on the computer. At this point, she thought, just leave everything behind. With Ming Sheng, the mess behind her and the obstacles ahead seemed surmountable. Her mind was filled only with the vague idea of “escaping with Ming Sheng,” completely losing the ability to think. Yes, having Ming Sheng was enough—he understood her predicament, and he was capable of anything.

Standing before the bookshelf, Qiao Qingyu pulled out that old copy of “Norwegian Wood” again. The tasteless cover was still jarring, she tried hard to ignore it. With Ming Sheng gone, her heart had cracked open, and she believed the straightforward yet melancholic youth in the book would fill this crack. She was tired of those safe world classics. She wanted love.

Sitting down on the bed with the book, Qiao Qingyu opened to the first page of the main text. This was her most enjoyable moment—sitting on a dry, warm bed reading a long-desired book while it rained outside. But now the rustling rain outside distracted her. Her thoughts kept drifting toward the window, Ming Sheng’s shadow covering the pages. It felt like countless blades of grass were sprouting in her heart, making it itch.

She suddenly realized it was raining and not snowing, indicating the weather wasn’t so cold anymore.

So, the soft and lingering silk-like precipitation outside must be spring rain, right?



Chapter 31: Qing Mei [Childhood Friend]
When she heard the key slide into the front door lock, Qiao Qingyu had just taken off her heavy cotton pants and tucked her cold feet under the blanket. The book in her hands was only on its fourth page when the sound of the door opening made her hold her breath. Someone had entered silently—not Ming Sheng.

She put the book down on the bedside table and got out of bed.

Knock knock, knock knock.

As the bedroom door was being knocked, a gentle girl’s voice came from the other side: “Qiao Qingyu? Are you in there?”

It was Wang Mumu. Qiao Qingyu let out a sigh of relief.

“Qiao Qingyu?”

“I’m here, just a moment.”

But Wang Mumu had already turned the doorknob. Opening the door to find Qiao Qingyu hurriedly putting on her cotton pants, she frowned imperceptibly.

“You don’t need to get up, it’s cold,” Wang Mumu closed the door and turned to Qiao Qingyu with a bright smile. “Did I startle you? Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone where you are. A-Sheng told me everything, and I’ll keep the secret with him.”

Qiao Qingyu finished putting on her cotton pants, her face showing a complex expression of both gratitude and awkwardness.

“Last night A-Sheng told me you had a fever,” Wang Mumu sat down on the bed without ceremony. “Are you feeling better? It must be hard being out in this cold weather?”

“I’m much better now, thank you, Sister Mumu.”

“I brought you some heat packs,” Wang Mumu smiled. “Last night, A-Sheng told me everything—that he likes you and brought you back here.”

As if not noticing Qiao Qingyu’s embarrassed expression, she continued casually: “But I’m worried he won’t take good care of you, after all, he’s always been the one being pampered since childhood, never had to take care of others. I’m here to help fill in where he might fall short.”

Under her warm smile, Qiao Qingyu felt the words “thank you” were too light to match such golden kindness.

“Although I’m your senior at school, I admire you. My family is even more chaotic, but I never dared to just leave like you did. You’re naturally free-spirited, no wonder A-Sheng is attracted to you.”

For the first time, Qiao Qingyu learned that being praised could make one so uncomfortable they wanted to disappear.

“Sit down,” Wang Mumu patted the bed casually. “Don’t just stand there.”

After Qiao Qingyu sat down, she asked, “What are your plans now?”

“Leave Huan Prefecture.”

Wang Mumu let out a surprised “Oh.” “Where to?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head gently. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“I think leaving Huan Prefecture is wise,” Wang Mumu nodded thoughtfully. “But you need to know where you’re going and how to get there. Your photos are everywhere now, your family is sparing no effort to find you.”

Her sincerity moved Qiao Qingyu deeply.

“But you need to leave soon because even Grandfather’s place isn’t safe anymore. Neighbors have already asked me why A-Sheng is here again,” Wang Mumu looked around, then changed the subject. “Do you know why I have a key?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head.

“I’ve had a key to Grandfather’s house since I was little. He gave it to me,” Wang Mumu said. “When I was young, this place was like my second home.”

“Mm.”

“But that key couldn’t open the front door,” Wang Mumu smiled mysteriously but contentedly. “After Grandfather passed away, A-Sheng had a falling out with his family and changed the lock himself. Even his parents don’t have a key to this lock.”

“But you do.”

“Yes, he gave it to me,” Wang Mumu smiled gracefully. “I think it’s because he remembers what Grandfather said, about letting me treat this place as my second home. He won’t let me be homeless.”

“He’s kind.”

“If he weren’t, he wouldn’t have found you and risked being discovered to bring you home,” Wang Mumu sighed meaningfully. “I was quite surprised when he voluntarily told me you were here last night. But then I understood. He’s always liked playing the hero, and of course, he wants to show off in front of a girl he likes. It’s perfectly normal. Don’t let his wild behavior at school fool you—he rarely truly dislikes anyone, and easily shows kindness and goodwill to others, especially those he feels sorry for. Since childhood, he’s helped countless people! He particularly likes to stand up against injustice. With your terrible situation, it would be strange if he didn’t help you.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded in agreement but felt somewhat uncomfortable inside.

“You’re very lucky to have been found and brought home by A-Sheng,” Wang Mumu glanced at Qiao Qingyu. “Well, let me be frank. After A-Sheng told me he likes you last night, I’ve been worried, afraid he might do something immature and hurt you.”

“No, he’s been very,” Qiao Qingyu paused, “respectful.”

“The hurt I’m talking about isn’t like that, but rather,” Wang Mumu smiled awkwardly, “I’m afraid you won’t be able to resist his advances and fall into his hands. I’ve never seen him pursue a girl, but if he did, what girl wouldn’t say yes? What girl wouldn’t want to be his first love? It’s fine if he likes others, but liking you makes me worried.”

Qiao Qingyu felt even more uncomfortable, and confused at the same time, so she continued listening to Wang Mumu.

“I’m afraid he’ll bewitch you,” Wang Mumu looked at Qiao Qingyu earnestly. “For him, making a girl fall for him takes no effort at all—just standing there is enough. He brought you home and bought you food, I can hardly imagine your heart remaining unmoved. That’s what I’m afraid of. Boys like A-Sheng who love playing hero, their so-called love is often like fireworks—brilliant but brief, quickly vanishing without a trace. It will take many years after he’s had enough fun and matured before he can truly settle down. Too many girls like him, he faces too many temptations.”

Qiao Qingyu felt a thorn pressing against her chest, making her uncomfortable.

“Many girls who like A-Sheng have no shame, they don’t care if he’s faithful,” Wang Mumu frowned slightly. “What I’m afraid of is that once you take it seriously, he’ll change his heart, and then the one who gets hurt will be…”

“Sister Mumu,” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help interrupting, “I understand.”

Wang Mumu looked apologetic: “I’m sorry, I’ve thrown cold water on you.”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent.

“I knew before I spoke that honest words would be hard to hear,” Wang Mumu smiled helplessly, then looked at her carefully. “I think the three of us—you, me, and A-Sheng—can become close friends who tell each other everything. Friendship is safer, friendship is eternal. What do you think?”

“I feel dizzy,” Qiao Qingyu stood up. “The room is too stuffy.”

She lifted the white gauze curtain and opened the window. The sound of rain suddenly grew louder, and the damp cold invaded her neck, making her sneeze several times in succession. To be honest, she was somewhat angry about Wang Mumu’s uninvited visit and these heartfelt words of advice. She most detested being lectured, especially under the pretext of good intentions. Yet she felt Wang Mumu was right. As Ming Sheng’s childhood friend, she was undoubtedly the girl who knew him best. Deep down, Qiao Qingyu found herself unable to suppress a feeling of jealousy toward Wang Mumu. This jealousy made her feel like a sinner, filled with shame.

Wang Mumu walked over, one hand gently rubbing her back, the other closing the window.

“I’m sorry, I was too direct,” Wang Mumu spoke softly. “You have a cold, don’t catch a chill again.”

“It’s fine,” Qiao Qingyu forced a smile. “Now that I’ve calmed down, I understand too. Ming Sheng is probably just acting on impulse. When you said he likes playing hero, I understood. Actually, from the beginning, I felt he only pitied me. Now he probably finds what I’m doing exciting, and he likes excitement.”

“Boys all like pursuing excitement and novelty, girls are different,” Wang Mumu’s eyes shone with sincerity. “A-Sheng used to be very well-behaved, he only started rebelling after entering high school. He’s not even sixteen yet, boys are most impulsive at this age.”

Imagining Ming Sheng looking at other girls the way he looked at her, Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt suffocated.

“Sister Mumu, why did he start fighting with others as soon as he entered high school?”

“You mean when he hit someone with a basketball in his first year?” Wang Mumu nodded. “That wasn’t fighting. People from Yi Zhong would bring troublemakers into our school every weekend to watch basketball, A-Sheng didn’t like them, so he drove them away, that’s all.”

“I feel like he became rebellious overnight.”

“Does he need to file a report about it?” Wang Mumu laughed. “In middle school, there was the pressure of the high school entrance exam. His father had high expectations for his grades. After entering high school, since he’s going to study in America anyway, and he’s even more popular now, it’s normal for his behavior to be a bit wild.”

“Study in America?”

“Yes,” Wang Mumu nodded. “A-Sheng’s parents have already paved the way. His aunt is a professor in America. Although he’s rebellious, he won’t be careless with his studies, he’s always followed his parents’ arrangements, otherwise, he wouldn’t frequently go to America to familiarize himself with the schools there and find tutors. He will settle in America. This is also why I’m advising you to stay calm—you see, we’re not from the same world as him.”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent. The rain grew heavier, and beyond the thin white gauze curtain, the world was a dim gray.

Pain brings clarity. During the time between Wang Mumu’s departure and Ming Sheng’s return, Qiao Qingyu, having regained her rationality, thought through both her emotions and reality thoroughly. Ming Sheng had said from the beginning that she was “boring”—she thought—if they spent time together day and night, it wouldn’t take long for him to discover that beneath the mystery, she was still the boring person he had initially looked down upon. Then he would grow tired, and the hardships of life away from home would quickly extinguish his enthusiasm for her. Although he complained about his parents, for some reason—Qiao Qingyu was certain—he would eventually return to the smooth path his parents had arranged for him. The reason was simple: despite causing many troubles, he had never neglected his studies.

She was different. As the faces of her family members and the looks of classmates after school started flashed before her eyes, Qiao Qingyu felt that each of them was an abyss laid before her. She had no path in Huan Prefecture; she had to leave.

There was no benefit in staying longer; she would leave later today.

Ming Sheng’s study was wide open, and from the living room sofa, one could see the desk and computer beside the bed. The lit computer desktop was extremely simple, with only the Windows default programs and a penguin icon for QQ. Qiao Qingyu walked over, just about to search for bus routes to leave Huan Prefecture, when her right hand holding the mouse froze at the sudden ring of the telephone in the living room.

“Ring ring ring ring—”

The harsh sound came from the landline beside the sofa. Moving closer, Qiao Qingyu saw an unfamiliar mobile number on the small display screen of the landline.

She naturally wouldn’t answer. Just as she was wondering if it was Ming Sheng’s parents looking for him, the ringing stopped. Just as she turned around, the landline suddenly rang loudly again.

This time the number was Ming Sheng’s.

In those few seconds of helplessness, multiple possibilities flashed through Qiao Qingyu’s mind. Was Ming Sheng calling himself? Had he dropped his phone, someone picked it up, found the number labeled “home” and wanted to return it? Or had he returned to Qinghu Ming Yuan and been discovered by his parents, and his phone had been confiscated by them?

“Ring ring ring ring—”

The urgent ringing left Qiao Qingyu at a loss, and the short minute felt like passing through a century. Just as she finally calmed down, within seconds, the phone rang for the third time.

Looking at it, it was still Ming Sheng.

This time the ring seemed more urgent than the previous two. Unable to bear it any longer, she nervously picked up the receiver.

“Qiao Qingyu?”

Ming Sheng’s voice through the handset was slightly lower than usual, creeping into her heart like a steady arrow, bursting the balloon of anxiety that had been growing inside Qiao Qingyu.

“Qiao Qingyu?”

The second call was higher in pitch, with undisguised worry. Another balloon inflated in Qiao Qingyu’s heart—one of fluttering satisfaction that could make her float.

“It’s me,” she said in a low voice. “What’s wrong?”

The slight, obviously suppressed sigh of relief from the other end made her heart tremble.

“Scared you.”

Ming Sheng sounded relaxed now, even with a hint of laughter.

Childish, Qiao Qingyu thought, though her lips curved into a smile.

“Qiao Qingyu.”

The sudden seriousness in his voice made Qiao Qingyu anxious again: “What is it?”

“Don’t leave,” Ming Sheng said each word clearly. “Wait for me to come back, understand?”



Chapter 32: Dim Gray
After hanging up the phone, Qiao Qingyu thought Ming Sheng must feel the same way she did—his heart was full of passion, surging violently like irresistible waves. Then she thought of destruction—after the waves receded, her soul would be left with nothing.

Why was she so pessimistic? Maybe Ming Sheng was someone who would remain faithful forever.

She felt like she was burning up, like a fish thrown into a pot of oil, every second in this house was torment. When rationality prevailed, she began to hate her own indecisiveness—why couldn’t she bear to leave? Running away was only her business, and she had rejected Ming Sheng last night. Why did the fleeting melancholy on his face cut into her heart like a sharp knife?

Perhaps she was too susceptible to temptation, yes, that must be it. “Ming Sheng’s affection” was like a crystal slipper full of temptation to her, just as it would be to any girl. Accepting him would mean stepping into the palace. But she didn’t know him well enough; what made her dizzy might only be his outstanding appearance and the halo around him. So what was holding her back must be her vanity—as Wang Mumu said, who would refuse to be Ming Sheng’s first girlfriend? This was Ming Sheng, after all.

On the last page of her notebook, Qiao Qingyu carefully wrote down the bus routes to leave Huan Prefecture. After closing the webpage, she carefully moved the keyboard and mouse back to their original positions. The living room clock pointed to one in the afternoon, exactly twenty-four hours since she had first stepped into this place.

She looked around, her gaze full of resolute sadness. Go, she told herself, embrace pure freedom with an unclouded heart.

At that moment, the iron gate’s lock was turned again, and Wang Mumu slipped through the narrow opening she had pushed open.

“Oh,” seeing Qiao Qingyu standing in the middle of the living room with her turtleneck sweater covering half her face, she broke into a smile, “Good thing I made it, you haven’t left yet.”

Qiao Qingyu suppressed an inexplicable displeasure—this was Sister Mumu’s second home, so of course, she wouldn’t knock.

“I knew you would leave, you’re so decisive and rational,” Wang Mumu said, handing over a bulging backpack, “A-Sheng said you didn’t bring anything, so I just went home to get some things. Here, you’ll need these on the road—hot water, umbrella, towel, toothbrush, socks, change of clothes…”

“Sister Mumu,” Qiao Qingyu waved her hands, overwhelmed by the kindness, “You don’t have to.”

“Come on, just take it,” Wang Mumu pushed the bag into her arms. “How could I not worry about you being all alone? As your friend, I must help you.”

The word “friend” warmed Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

“Sister Mumu…”

“Be very careful out there, society is complicated,” Wang Mumu spoke like a caring older sister while helping Qiao Qingyu put on the backpack. “Don’t casually trust boys, understand? Not every boy is as kind as A-Sheng.”

“Mm.”

“Did you tell A-Sheng you’re leaving?”

“No.”

“It’s right not to tell him,” Wang Mumu smiled, “If you tell him, you won’t be able to leave.”

“Sister Mumu.”

Qiao Qingyu suddenly burst into tears. Wang Mumu pulled her into an embrace.

“I know you’re hurting,” she patted Qiao Qingyu’s back, “Once you’re settled, remember to send a message home, and send me one too, otherwise we’ll all worry.”

Qiao Qingyu bit her lip: “You’ll be my friend for life, right?”

She seemed to have suddenly awakened, seeing clearly what she had truly been yearning for all along. It was friendship, a friend with whom she could share everything. Wang Mumu’s word “friend” was like sweet rain falling on her parched heart, bringing tears of bittersweetness—this meant she would have to let go of Ming Sheng forever.

Qiao Qingyu didn’t want to disappoint Wang Mumu. In the face of such weighty friendship, love seemed as fleeting as bubbles, dispensable. Besides, this was also to protect herself. Ming Sheng’s love could very likely be another earth-shattering adventure, and she, already so precarious, could not bear it.

“People who’ve been through it say that high school friends are friends for life because they shared the craziest three years,” Wang Mumu said sincerely. “Of course, we’ll be friends for life.”

“Thank you, Sister Mumu,” Qiao Qingyu adjusted the backpack to sit properly against her back. “I’m going now.”

Reaching the end of Building 38, Qiao Qingyu suddenly quickened her pace, running toward the winding path by the canal—she feared her feet would disobey her and turn, just to cast a farewell glance at the balcony of her home in Building 39.

She chose the canal path because it would help her avoid Mrs. Feng, the newsstand owner at the community entrance. Yesterday noon, though dizzy while curled up in the taxi, she had still caught the meaningful tone in Mrs. Feng’s greeting to Ming Sheng.

“Out with a friend?”

Those five ordinary words had startled her heart.

Her down jacket was navy blue, and her entire face had been hidden by the sweater collar and jacket hood, but Qiao Qingyu believed Mrs. Feng had already noticed that Ming Sheng’s friend was a girl. She probably memorized the style of her clothes with just one glance. Fortunately, the sweater, down jacket, and pants were all new clothes from the New Year, otherwise, with Mrs. Feng’s detective-like observation skills and memory, she wouldn’t have been able to safely spend twenty-four hours at Ming Sheng’s grandfather’s house.

The rain that had been falling intermittently since last night had driven away the elderly who liked to take walks, and now the wet path by the canal was empty. The old camphor tree was not far ahead on the left, and as she approached it, Qiao Qingyu’s nose began to sting.

She felt she was being far too sentimental.

The notice board within the railing had been washed clean by the rain, its elegant silver-gray surface bearing indigo characters that appeared calm yet melancholic. Camphor Tree, 500 years, Level One Protection. Five hundred years, Qiao Qingyu murmured, how much change it had witnessed.

Just like her current feelings for Ming Sheng.

Strange, though nothing had even begun, her heart felt as if they had already reached the end.

It started raining again. Qiao Qingyu took out and opened the umbrella from her bag, one hand rolling down the sweater collar that had become damp from her breath, the other holding the umbrella low over her upper body as she continued walking forward.

At the end of the path were a few narrow steps, with a rusty iron gate that was always open, leading to the bustling street. Reaching the steps, Qiao Qingyu noticed a woman appearing by the iron gate, hurriedly walking while talking on the phone.

She stepped aside to let the woman pass first.

“Boss, quickly send a cameraman over!” The woman sounded excited, “Qiao Qingyu’s mother has agreed to an interview! I just got off at Chaoyang New Village! I’ll be at her house in two minutes! I need a cameraman! A cameraman… Her mother said she’d do anything to get Qiao Qingyu to come home! It won’t be a wasted trip, don’t worry! Hurry!”

Passing by Qiao Qingyu, she nodded in thanks, her gaze briefly sweeping across Qiao Qingyu’s pale face.

“Qiao Qingyu isn’t that innocent?” The woman continued walking with large strides, her voice carrying back, “They say she stabbed a classmate at Er Zhong. She’s just a rebellious girl, using justice as a cover…”

Suddenly the woman stopped talking and turned her head back.

Qiao Qingyu turned to leave, but it was too late.

“Qiao Qingyu?” The woman shouted, rushing over to grab her, “You’re Qiao Qingyu, aren’t you? I thought you looked familiar! You are Qiao Qingyu, right? Navy blue down jacket, off-white turtleneck sweater, light brown corduroy pants, yes, you are Qiao Qingyu!”

Qiao Qingyu tried to shake her off, but the woman’s grip was too strong.

“You’ve been in Chaoyang New Village all along?” The woman was full of excitement, “Just five minutes ago I was on the phone with your mom, she’s been crying for days worried you might do something stupid… Thank goodness you’re alright!”

“Let go of me!” Qiao Qingyu shouted angrily, finally turning her face.

“Don’t be angry, don’t be angry,” the woman smiled ingratiatingly, “I’m a reporter from Huan Prefecture TV’s Public Channel, I’ve been following your story these past few days. It’s so good to see you safe and sound! Hey, Boss,” she put the phone back to her ear—Qiao Qingyu realized she had never hung up—and said excitedly, “Boss, speak of the devil, I found Qiao Qingyu, she’s right here beside me! Yes yes, I’ve got her, gotta go!”

After hanging up, she openly studied Qiao Qingyu’s expression. Qiao Qingyu turned away in disgust and embarrassment.

“Little sister,” the reporter put on an understanding smile, “Don’t worry, I won’t harm you, everyone’s been very concerned about you. Have you seen the news about you in the newspapers, on TV, and online? Your family has tried everything to find you. Your mother, who two days ago was threatening to chase me away with a broom and wouldn’t let me interview the family, called me today saying she wants to go on TV. She wants you to know she won’t blame you. If you don’t show up, she’ll cry her eyes blind…”

She became increasingly emotional, making Qiao Qingyu’s scalp tingle.

“Have you been in Chaoyang New Village the whole time? At a friend’s house? You haven’t gone home yet, right? I see you haven’t changed your clothes,” seeing her words having an effect, the reporter released her grip on Qiao Qingyu’s sleeve, “Where do you plan to go next?”

Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips together in silence.

“You’ve been gone for several days, you should at least let your family know you’re safe.”

Those words cut like a surgical knife, precise and sharp. Qiao Qingyu lowered her head in shame.

“Whatever the case, it’s good that you’re safe and sound.”

Qiao Qingyu felt the defensive walls in her heart imperceptibly crumbling. The rain grew heavier, the dim gray world seeping into her eyes, and she could see no way out.

“Go home,” the reporter said, picking up her phone again, “The outside world is much more complicated than you imagine. Complete your studies, grow your wings, and then you can truly be independent. I believe you understand this principle.”

She started dialing.

“Don’t call my mom,” Qiao Qingyu finally spoke, her trembling voice full of pleading, “Please.”

“I’ve seen many rebellious high school students, I know what’s best for you.” The reporter spoke in an official tone while putting the phone to her ear.

Qiao Qingyu watched the mouth across from her opening and closing, her ears seeming to go deaf. A few seconds later, from the other end of the phone, Li Fanghao’s tremendous wail broke through the sky, shocking tears from her eyes.

“Here,” the reporter pressed the phone against Qiao Qingyu’s right ear, “Let your mom know you’re safe.”



Chapter 33: Moon White
“Who have you been staying with these past few days?” When Li Fanghao first asked this question, her eyes were filled with fear, as if Qiao Qingyu had just escaped from some terrible bandits’ den. The tears flowing from her mother’s swollen eyes felt like burning coals on Qiao Qingyu’s heart. The reporter beside them immediately adjusted the camera, mercilessly focusing the lens on Li Fanghao’s face. Without thinking, Qiao Qingyu stretched out her arms and stepped forward to block the lens.

The camera had pushed Qiao Lilong and Qiao Lusheng far into the corner, while Qiao Jinyu also did everything possible to avoid the lens—from this, Qiao Qingyu understood that accepting the interview was solely Li Fanghao’s decision, with no one else in the family supporting her.

The female reporter smiled slightly, spoke a few emotional words about how good it was to be home, and then politely reminded Li Fanghao that they would need to use the camera now.

“Could mother and daughter embrace?”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t move, and neither did Li Fanghao. The smile froze on the reporter’s face, and she coughed lightly, “Sister Li, your daughter has finally returned. Those things you wanted to say on TV, you can now tell her directly.”

Her words carried encouragement, suggesting the interview had begun.

Li Fanghao asked extremely uncomfortably for the second time: “Who have you been staying with these past days?”

The camera suddenly turned toward them, its gleaming lens giving Qiao Qingyu a sense of shameful violation as if being held at gunpoint.

Stop filming, Qiao Qingyu said, directly covering the lens with her palms. The reporter grew displeased and fired several questions at Li Fanghao in rapid succession. Seeing Li Fanghao’s lack of response, she began lecturing, repeatedly emphasizing how Qiao Baiyu’s sexual assault by her cousin served as a warning to society. While she tried to persuade Li Fanghao to accept the interview with reason and emotion, Qiao Lilong entered the room, slamming the door with a loud bang, while Qiao Lusheng stood in the corner constantly making eye signals to Li Fanghao.

“I’m sorry,” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help interrupting the reporter, “My mother doesn’t want to be interviewed anymore.”

“Child, your mother called me voluntarily, that’s why I came. And Sister Li,” the reporter turned to Li Fanghao, “I helped you find your child, surely you can say a few words about how you feel?”

Li Fanghao seemed completely terrified by the camera, not looking at Qiao Qingyu, her gaze blank and helpless. Instinctively, Qiao Qingyu knew Li Fanghao regretted it—perhaps from the moment she saw her daughter enter the door, she regretted agreeing to the interview. After all, appearing on TV was only to find her daughter; now that she was found, continuing with the interview to expose family shame would make her a complete traitor to the clan.

“We’re not doing the interview anymore,” Qiao Qingyu repeated loudly, “No more interviews! Give us some privacy!”

She unceremoniously showed the reporter and cameraman out. As soon as the door closed, Qiao Lilong and Qiao Lusheng, who had been silently glowering, approached like ghosts, making her tremble.

“Who have you been staying with these past days?” Li Fanghao asked for the third time, her eyes full of interrogation, even threat.

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t speak.

“Come here and kneel!” Qiao Lilong shouted.

Qiao Lusheng said nothing, his face showing a mixture of anger and heartbreak that Qiao Qingyu had never seen before. Coming closer, he grabbed her shoulders and marched her before Qiao Lilong.

When her calves were kicked twice and her knees crashed to the ground under pressure, Qiao Qingyu’s tears nearly burst forth.

“Do you admit you’re wrong?” Qiao Lilong’s deep voice came from above.

To hold back her tears, Qiao Qingyu nearly bit her lip bloody.

“Do you admit you’re wrong?”

Qiao Lusheng repeated. His voice seemed to come from the heavens, pressing down on every one of Qiao Qingyu’s nerves.

“No.”

“Lusheng,” Qiao Lilong steadied himself against the dining table, “Get the belt.”

Qiao Qingyu would rather take the whipping than have Li Fanghao sprawled over her crying and screaming. As mother and daughter struggled against each other, Li Fanghao, trying desperately to protect Qiao Qingyu, was like a crazed lioness, her wails echoing throughout the house. It was Qiao Jinyu who ended this tragic scene—failing to persuade Qiao Lilong, he pushed his grandfather to the ground and seized the whistling belt.

Fortunately, her thick clothing blocked half the pain. Li Fanghao’s trembling arm reached under her armpit; looking up, Qiao Qingyu saw two marks struck across her mother’s cheeks that looked painful just to see.

“Get up first.”

Not wanting to drain Li Fanghao’s strength, Qiao Qingyu quickly stood up by herself. Qiao Lilong pointed at Qiao Lusheng and Qiao Jinyu’s noses, cursing their unfilial behavior, while Qiao Lusheng’s face turned red, not daring to make a sound.

“Cursed!” Qiao Lilong roared, his voice like a great bell, “I was cursed the day I let you marry this woman!”

Li Fanghao’s grief caught in her throat, her resentment unbearable, and with a wail, she began beating her chest and stamping her feet.

“This family was ruined by you, you bitch who can neither bear nor raise children properly!” Qiao Lilong gritted his teeth, so angry he could barely stand, raising his palm to strike Li Fanghao’s face. Again it was Qiao Jinyu who caught Qiao Lilong’s hand.

“Stop hitting, Grandfather!”

Li Fanghao began slapping herself, the bang-bang-bang sounds like bayonets stabbing into Qiao Qingyu’s heart. She was terrified, her eyes blurred with tears, but she couldn’t catch Li Fanghao’s hands, so she threw herself forward, holding Li Fanghao tightly, sobbing loudly.

“Stop hitting yourself, Mom, please stop…”

Amidst their tragic sobs, Qiao Lilong walked into the room, slamming the door heavily.

Qiao Lusheng sat down on the sofa, and once mother and daughter had calmed somewhat, he spoke gravely: “Qingqing, go in and admit your guilt to Grandfather.”

Qiao Qingyu released Li Fanghao and turned toward Qiao Lusheng. The outdoor light was bright, and Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized that their living room and balcony had no curtains, meaning Mingsheng might have—very likely had—witnessed her family’s shame and foolishness from across the way, seeing her ugly moment of breakdown.

This hurt more than being beaten by Qiao Lilong.

“Wait until Jinrui and your uncle return, then admit your guilt to them,” Qiao Lusheng continued in an indisputable tone. “Tomorrow, go back to Nanqiao Village and admit your guilt to Grandmother and Aunt. Now go admit your guilt to Grandfather.”

Qiao Qingyu’s neck was stiff, motionless.

“If you have the face to come back, you should have the face to face the family,” Qiao Lusheng scolded. “Who wronged you, huh? Will apologizing and admitting guilt kill you? Jinrui’s marriage fell apart, he got divorced yesterday, and he can’t even keep his job! Your grandmother can barely get up! All because of you! Jinrui was just beginning to support this family, and you ruined everything!”

“I can support this family too.”

Though she spoke these words defiantly, Qiao Qingyu felt somewhat uncertain inside. Qiao Lusheng couldn’t help but curse: “How can you support this family as a girl? Huh? With the family’s reputation ruined, you’ll have trouble getting married! Now that you’re back, you must admit your guilt, otherwise, if you have the ability, don’t come back, live, or die out there, it’s up to you!”

“Sister,” Qiao Jinyu approached sincerely, as if trying to ease the tension in the air, “Don’t be afraid, I’ll go in with you, I promise Grandfather won’t hit you.”

“Who were you staying with these days?”

Li Fanghao suddenly asked again, seeming to care more about Qiao Qingyu’s whereabouts than her admission of guilt. Unexpectedly, Qiao Lusheng completely exploded: “Can you stop interfering?! You can’t tell what’s important! Short-sighted! Both daughters were ruined by your upbringing!”

“I haven’t been ruined.” As she said this, Qiao Qingyu felt indignant on Li Fanghao’s behalf.

“Your sister is cheap, and you’re vicious,” Qiao Lusheng said viciously. “Neither of you sisters is worth anything!”

The father before her seemed to have become a different person, and something collapsed thunderously in Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

“If you come back, you must admit your guilt. If you won’t admit guilt, I’ll throw you out right now,” Qiao Lusheng laid down his threat. “After all, daughters will marry off, sooner or later they belong to others!”

“Qingqing, listen to your father, go admit your guilt to Grandfather, Mom will go with you,” Li Fanghao, tears streaming down her face again, looked intently at Qiao Qingyu with her reddened eyes. “If you don’t like it here, wait until you finish school to leave, otherwise you won’t have a good life, understand?”

Qiao Qingyu was speechless. She stood up, letting the grief-stricken Li Fanghao hold her wrist, and walked into Qiao Lilong’s room.

The large room’s windows had no screen curtains, and the floral curtains left by the previous tenant, or perhaps the tenant before that, were made with extremely economical fabric, barely covering the glass when fully drawn, and when opened would always leave half the sky exposed. This was half of Qiao Jinyu’s room. Qiao Qingyu sat on the edge of the bed, gazing out through the huge gap in the curtains, her eyes fixed blankly on the warmly lit window across the way.

Mingsheng was home. Her thoughts scattered, unable to believe that just last night she had spent such an emotionally turbulent night by a window of the same size, on that comfortable large bed.

The moon was already hanging in the sky, missing a large chunk, its color altered by the window glass, a cool light blue in the deep blue sky. Qiao Qingyu suddenly remembered how the female reporter had described her light blue sweater as “moon white.” So moon white was a pale blue? How beautiful and melancholic. Being sentimental again, Qiao Qingyu thought self-mockingly, so affected. Yet the dense melancholy, like black ink spreading on damp rice paper, couldn’t be contained, as Mingsheng’s eyes flashed in her mind, accompanied by echoes of a departed elegy.

This is the last time I’ll think of him, Qiao Qingyu thought resolutely. Stepping back into this home meant that those twenty-four hours across the way were just an ethereal dream. For her, home and Mingsheng were incompatible. Now she had returned to reality.

What was reality? Reality was the heart-piercing pain of her palms being struck by Qiao Lilong’s long ruler. It was Li Fanghao kneeling beside her, head bowed, desperately taking all the so-called “guilt” upon herself (for not teaching her daughter properly) with a trembling voice and restrained tears. The reality was that though Mom was suspicious and harsh, she was the only one in this family who truly cared for her.

The reality was that she would never intentionally touch her mother’s most sensitive wound by being ambiguous with male classmates.

She must cherish her time at No. 2 Middle School, and study hard, for the sake of spreading her wings and flying high in the future. Only this way would she not let down her mother, nor betray herself for turning back.

The warm yellow window across the way was like a flame, burning an irreparable hole in her heart.

This is the last time I’ll think of him—Qiao Qingyu closed her eyes, feeling Mingsheng’s face turn into flowing pale blue—with the moon as a witness.



Chapter 34: Deep Blue
After striking Qiao Qingyu’s palms, Qiao Lilong waved his hand dismissively and, despite Qiao Lusheng’s pleas, left Chaoyang New Village without looking back. Later, he waited for Qiao Jinrui at the community entrance and returned to Nanqiao Village that night.

Qiao Lusheng, who hadn’t gone with them, returned home in a daze, carrying a bottle of erguotou liquor.

“Such misfortune for our family,” Qiao Qingyu heard him shouting in the living room. “Xiaoyu, come, drink with Dad, drown our sorrows.”

Li Fanghao’s voice was absent. The sound of liquor hitting the glass was alarming, and Qiao Qingyu rushed out of her room.

“About Jinrui’s situation, tomorrow our whole family will go apologize and make amends,” Qiao Lusheng announced.

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu stared at the glistening glass as if watching a monster, her voice full of fear, “Please don’t drink baijiu like this, okay? What I did wrong, I’ll bear alone, you can punish me however you want. I promise I’ll never do anything to hurt the family again…”

“Bear alone,” Qiao Lusheng sneered, “You think you can bear it? Who do you think you are? Jinrui’s future is ruined! Our family can never hold our heads up in the village again! Your grandmother, if she weren’t bedridden, would have jumped in the river already! Look at what you’ve done! Who gave you such nerve, huh?!”

Her ears ringing from the shouts, Qiao Qingyu didn’t dare look up, catching glimpses of Li Fanghao sitting on the sofa, taking out items one by one from the backpack Wang Mumu had given her.

A set of wrapped autumn underwear, two pairs of socks, slippers, a towel, a toothbrush and toothpaste, tissues, cookies, a water bottle, an umbrella, and something wrapped in a black plastic bag. Li Fanghao quickly opened the plastic bag and took out a package of sanitary pads—Sister Mumu was so thoughtful, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but feel moved.

“Where’s that notebook of yours?” Li Fanghao suddenly looked up, “The light green one where you copy down famous quotes, where is it?”

Qiao Qingyu’s scalp tingled: “Which notebook?”

Li Fanghao walked over directly, patted the hem of Qiao Qingyu’s down jacket, deftly unzipped it, and pulled out the notebook, wallet, and other items from the inner pocket.

“Go shower and change clothes,” Li Fanghao ordered, “We’ll talk after dinner.”

The words “we’ll talk” meant an unavoidable hailstorm was coming. Dinner proceeded in complete silence, with Qiao Qingyu’s thoughts charging chaotically through her confused and tense mind, finding no way out. Mingsheng’s “I’ll be right back” note was tucked in the last page of her notebook, and Li Fanghao had surely found it. How could she explain this note written in a boy’s handwriting? Could Li Fanghao tell that the handwriting on the note and the candy box came from the same person? How would Li Fanghao interpret the relationship between a boy’s note and a girl’s backpack?

Qiao Lusheng rarely drank, but now having consumed half a bottle of erguotou, he was visibly drunk and stumbled into the bedroom halfway through dinner, abandoning his chopsticks. Qiao Jinyu, trying to ease the family atmosphere, volunteered to clean up after dinner. After he entered the kitchen, Li Fanghao pulled Qiao Qingyu into the half-room where Qiao Jinyu lived.

The notebook and Wang Mumu’s backpack were on the table. The backpack was bulging; Li Fanghao had put everything back inside. After closing the plywood door, she first went to draw the curtains flat, then began her conversation with Qiao Qingyu with a heavy sigh.

“Who have you been staying with these past days?”

Still the same question. Qiao Qingyu knew she had to give a convincing answer, otherwise, Li Fanghao, already on the verge of a breakdown, might go mad from her deception.

“At a classmate’s house.”

“Across the way?” Li Fanghao narrowed her eyes, her tone suggesting she already knew everything.

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu wrung her hands, “My classmate lives across from us.”

“It’s that Mingsheng, isn’t it?”

Qiao Qingyu’s heart jumped to her throat and stopped.

“The newsstand owner, Old Lady Feng, told me yesterday that Mingsheng brought a girl home, and I guessed it was you,” Li Fanghao said eerily. “I just found out he lives right across from us, his parents don’t care about him, he’s just a good-for-nothing. You’re so bold, and so cheap, not coming home but fooling around with him.”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu began weakly, “I just borrowed his bed to sleep, we’re… just classmates, I had a fever, he saw I was pitiful and just helped me…”

She briefly recounted how she had developed a fever after spending the night at the train station and met Mingsheng at the cemetery. Quickly, she mentioned Wang Mumu, telling Li Fanghao that the backpack was from her.

Li Fanghao nodded: “I know Wang Mumu, she’s the one whose phone you found before, lives across from Mingsheng’s place and gets good grades.”

“Mm.”

“The note was written by Mingsheng?”

After hesitating for a moment, Qiao Qingyu uttered a “yes.”

“He went looking for you especially, being so kind?” Li Fanghao said sarcastically, “I’ve seen this kind of thing plenty with your sister, either he has ulterior motives, deliberately trying to win you over, or you’re the shameless one, throwing yourself at him. You’re growing up now, with a pretty face, what boy wouldn’t be happy to have you throwing yourself at him? After all, the boys don’t lose anything. Tell me, which is it with you and him?”

After a while, Qiao Qingyu spoke: “Neither, it’s not what you think, Mom.”

“It’s you throwing yourself at him, debasing yourself,” Li Fanghao declared. “Your homeroom teacher Ms. Sun, and Old Lady Feng, both told me the note you put in the candy box looked like Mingsheng’s writing. If you hadn’t told him, how would he know about our family matters?”

“It was my fault, it has nothing to do with him,” Qiao Qingyu felt suffocated, “He just saw I was pitiful and helped out.”

“I see, you’re so quick to defend him, you care about him that much?”

“I don’t.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“Afraid I’ll go scold him? Embarrass you?”

“I begged him to help me, Mom,” Qiao Qingyu forced herself to look up, “He’s a very kind classmate. If you don’t believe me, you can ask any other classmate. If you want to scold someone, scold me, I brought this on myself, I deserve it.”

“If your father hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve gone over to scold him already, not caring what people think,” Li Fanghao’s voice wasn’t loud but her expression was fierce. “Your useless father, as soon as he heard the boy’s father is the director of Provincial First Hospital, he didn’t dare do anything, saying what if it wasn’t you, it would be embarrassing, wouldn’t know how to face the Director Wen, already feeling guilty… hah, now I understand, your father’s mind is just like your grandparents’, something wrong with it! Daughters aren’t even human to them! I regret it, when they wanted me to try for a son, why did I agree to give birth, I should have taken Xiaobai and divorced your father…”

She began to sob, her cries growing louder, almost breathless. Qiao Jinyu rushed over at the sound and wordlessly sat beside Li Fanghao, softly comforting her while rubbing her back. Gradually, Li Fanghao calmed somewhat, resting her head on Qiao Jinyu’s shoulder like a child, calling out weakly: “Xiaobai…”

Qiao Jinyu gave Qiao Qingyu a look, meaning doesn’t just stand there, come comfort, Mom, quickly.

After Qiao Qingyu sat down, she saw Li Fanghao’s eyes tightly closed, her mouth twitching strangely, looking like an eerie smile. Just as she was about to take Li Fanghao’s hand, suddenly Li Fanghao opened her eyes, her gaze empty and soulless, as if her spirit had already departed.

Just as Qiao Qingyu was about to cry out in fear, Li Fanghao waved her hand and closed her eyes again.

Soon after, she stood up, refusing her children’s escort, and returned to her room alone.

The next day, Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao had an unprecedented conflict over whether to return to Nanqiao Village to apologize. Whenever Qiao Lusheng began to roar, Li Fanghao would cover his next words with an even louder voice, until Qiao Lusheng violently threw a chair. Qiao Qingyu listened with a pounding heart, and Qiao Jinyu was too frightened to move. When Qiao Lusheng finally slammed the door and left, hearing Li Fanghao’s unceasing curses, Qiao Qingyu worried that when her father returned, he would again be carrying a bottle of erguotou like yesterday.

She had anticipated her parents’ anger and disappointment, even them severing ties with her, but hadn’t expected them to hurt each other and themselves. Whatever happened, she didn’t want to see Qiao Lusheng drunk again. The fire she had set in Nanqiao Village had spread here, mercilessly consuming her home. Qiao Qingyu felt she had to do something.

No, she reconsidered, she couldn’t do anything.

An obedient daughter would help her collapsed parents regain their strength, and prevent them from losing their way or falling apart.

Since she had returned, she should accept all scolding and punishment; from now on, obey her parents in everything, and let them rebuild their confidence in her.

That afternoon after her parents’ huge fight, Qiao Qingyu still went with Qiao Lusheng back to Nanqiao Village. To prevent Li Fanghao from feeling “betrayed” by the whole family, Qiao Qingyu persuaded Qiao Jinyu to stay in Chaoyang New Village to comfort their mother. She stayed in Nanqiao Village for two hours, accepting Qiao Lilong’s admonishments, and following his orders, under the watchful eyes of numerous neighbors, faced her grandparents and uncle and aunt, kowtowing three times in genuine apology. Qiao Jinrui never appeared. Qiao Qingyu knelt for a long time at his door, under the judging eyes of her elders, emptying every word of regret and apology from her mind.

Aunt Liu Yanfen tried to rush over several times, looking as if she wanted to tear Qiao Qingyu apart, but was held back by neighbors each time. When Qiao Qingyu was finally allowed to stand up, Liu Yanfen spat at her. The spit flew inaccurately, hitting Qiao Jinrui’s door, and causing Liu Yanfen to completely lose her mind.

“Little slut! Even cheaper than your sister! Shameless! White-eyed wolf! Bringing such disaster to the family, not shedding a single tear, how poisonous! You bitch!” she raged at Qiao Qingyu. “Your mother didn’t dare come? Both daughters joining forces to ruin my son! You spawn!”

Qiao Qingyu, expressionless, followed behind Qiao Lusheng, as detached as a walking corpse. This afternoon would surely be the most humiliating time in her life, perhaps because it was too humiliating, her soul had already escaped. Before they even reached the first floor, she thought, she would likely lose this memory in the future. Yes, she hadn’t cried, because within this heavy, obedient body, there was no heart.

In contrast, Qiao Lusheng’s eyes were red.

Before they walked out the courtyard gate, Qiao Lilong told Qiao Lusheng in front of everyone that they needn’t come back for New Year’s anymore.

“Your grandparents don’t want me as their son anymore,” Qiao Lusheng sighed to Qiao Qingyu on the last rural bus, wiping his eyes with his hand. “You’ve uprooted our entire family.”

Qiao Qingyu indeed felt uprooted, but beyond the pain, she felt a lightness, even lighter than when she had fled alone by bus last time. She wanted to comfort Qiao Lusheng and tell him Nanqiao Village wasn’t worth missing—evident from how Qiao Baiyu chose to be buried by Qinghu Lake rather than in the ancestral grave. But she said nothing. The years of accumulated furrows between Qiao Lusheng’s brows made her understand that leading her family out of this painful situation she had caused would require patience, strength, and selfless sacrifice.

Outside the bus window, dusk fell rapidly, the sky first covered in gray, then gradually deepening until it became a near-black deep blue. As the bus swayed, Qiao Qingyu felt she wasn’t driving on mountain roads but sinking into the deep sea. The feeling of being unable to breathe was quite uncomfortable, but because Qiao Lusheng beside her was sinking even deeper, her limbs instead filled with upward force. I cannot step on my parents’ feelings to gain so-called freedom, she thought. I’ve dragged them into this murky water; before I can get air, I must first ensure they can breathe freely.

Beyond this, nothing else mattered.



Chapter 35: The Cage
At nine in the evening, Qiao Qingyu dragged her tired feet into the room and immediately noticed that Li Fanghao hadn’t been idle during the long hours she and Qiao Lusheng were away from Chaoyang New Village. The desk by the window, which had originally belonged to Qiao Jinyu, now neatly displayed her books, while her quilts and pillows were arranged on the narrow bed beneath the window.

What shocked her even more was the cold metallic gleam of iron bars that had materialized outside the window glass. It reminded her of Aunt Qin’s birdcage-like room.

The curtains had been removed. When Qiao Qingyu tried to touch the iron bars, she found the window wouldn’t budge. That’s when she noticed two welded iron plates at the top and bottom where the aluminum alloy window frames met, firmly fixing them in place. Her gaze penetrated the glass, through the gaps in the iron bars, to the pitch-black window opposite. At that moment, Qiao Qingyu felt as if she had died.

A rustling sound came from behind. Turning around, she saw Li Fanghao enter with several unfolded newspapers, her expression harder than the iron bars.

“Move aside.”

Qiao Qingyu obediently stepped to the side, watching as Li Fanghao spread the newspapers on the desk. First, she glued several pages together, then meticulously pasted them over the window glass, leaving no gaps. Qiao Qingyu felt nothing inside as if Li Fanghao’s actions had nothing to do with her. After finishing, Li Fanghao sighed and turned to her:

“Today I returned that schoolbag and the note to your classmate across the way.”

Her heart suddenly sprang to life. Qiao Qingyu’s unconcealed terror gave Li Fanghao both satisfaction and contempt. “I didn’t waste words with Mingsheng. I just told him that if he kept entangling with you, I’d burn their house down. For my daughter, I’m capable of anything.”

She stared intently at Qiao Qingyu, her voice lowering threateningly, “Do you understand? Can you keep your mind clear now?”

“Yes.”

“If you have any sense of shame, don’t tell anyone you spent a night at a boy’s house, understand?”

“I understand.”

Li Fanghao let out a disbelieving “hmph” and pulled out the Oxford English Dictionary from the desk, flipping through it until a white envelope fell out—it was the only letter Qiao Qingyu had kept from her rare collection of correspondence, with professionally printed content, completely above board.

“Who is He Kai?” Li Fanghao’s voice carried a suppressed sense of triumph.

Qiao Qingyu kept her eyes downcast: “A senior from Shunyun First High.”

“The letter says ‘I never expected to run into you by Qinghu Lake,'” Li Fanghao sneered. “When I wasn’t watching you during summer break, you went out playing by yourself?”

“Just once.”

“And you happened to meet him that one time?”

“Yes.”

After a few seconds of silence, Li Fanghao asked, “Did you write back?”

“Yes.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing much.”

Another few seconds passed: “I thought you were different from your sister, but turns out you both lose your heads over men.”

“I don’t,” Qiao Qingyu bit her lip, “and neither does sister.”

“I know exactly what’s in your bellies, I’m telling you. Your sister was obvious about it, you’re secretive, and you’re even more dangerous than her!”

As if struck by lightning, a self-destructive flame ignited in Qiao Qingyu’s heart. “Mom, don’t worry,” she said desperately but defiantly, “even if I did have feelings for Senior He Kai, nothing would happen between us. Everyone knows our family is terrible. Decent boys would stay far away from me.”

“I knew it! Can’t these things wait until after you finish school?!” Li Fanghao exploded, spittle flying as she waved the envelope up and down frantically. “I’ve devoted everything to raising you sisters, especially you. I’ve kept you by my side since you were little and found ways to get you into good schools after coming to Huanzhou. When you ran away, your grandparents, uncle, and aunt all said to send you back to Shunyun after catching you, attending an ordinary high school in Qiaotou Town and just finishing high school. I fought tooth and nail with them, desperately keeping you in Huanzhou! Mom asks for nothing, I’ll fight with anyone, just hoping you’ll focus on your studies and not think about nonsense! Don’t you know thinking about these things too early will ruin you? What good is being pretty? Women never come out ahead in relationships! Just look at your sister! Huh?!”

“Sister was ruined by you all!” The rage in her chest erupted as Qiao Qingyu shouted recklessly, “You sent her back to the countryside, into Qiao Jinrui’s wolf den! Have you ever felt guilty? You just know how to blame us! You think you’re the most hardworking and clear-headed person in the world! We’re always wrong! You keep saying it’s for our good, but you’re just self-congratulating! You’re pushing me to a dead end, and sooner or later you’ll ruin me too, you believe it or not?!”

Li Fanghao was first shocked, then her eyes turned red and her lips trembled as she raised her right hand: “Get out, leave, I won’t look after you anymore.”

Qiao Qingyu returned her look with unrestrained hatred: “I’m going.”

To keep her tears from falling, she lifted her chin and had just raised her foot when Li Fanghao lunged at her like a madwoman. After one resounding slap, uncontrolled palms rained down like storm drops on Qiao Qingyu’s chest and shoulders. Qiao Jinyu rushed in at the sound and pulled Li Fanghao away, then Qiao Lusheng pushed the chest-beating, foot-stamping Li Fanghao into the bedroom. Immediately after, sharp arguing erupted from the next room.

“You’re playing the good guy again? I’m disciplining my daughter, who do you think you are?!”

Li Fanghao’s voice was grief-stricken and shrill as if she were pointing at Qiao Lusheng’s nose.

“Look at yourself, acting crazy like this! You call this looking after daughters? Ruining Xiaobai wasn’t enough? You’ll drive Qingqing to death!” Qiao Lusheng fought back, his voice thunderous, “You’re just a mad woman, look at yourself, you’re more like a lunatic than Sister Qin!”

“I’m mad? I wasn’t mad before, it’s all you Qiao family people who drove me to this…”

Sharp screams came from behind the door, like two beasts tearing at each other, while Qiao Qingyu and Qiao Jinyu sat in silence in the other room, their hearts pounding. After a long while, Qiao Qingyu felt a large hand gently stroking her cheek.

“Does it hurt, sis?”

Only then did Qiao Qingyu feel the stinging pain from that earlier slap. Qiao Jinyu’s hand moved away as he sat beside her, his voice full of sympathy and sincerity: “Sis, Mom was wrong to hit you, but Mom has it hard. You didn’t see how she argued with Grandpa, grandma, Uncle, and Aunt to protect you… Don’t fight with Mom anymore, okay? What happened to big sister is in the past. Brother Jinrui lost his wife and quit his job, he’s been punished already. Let’s not bring it up anymore, okay? Let’s be peaceful like before as a family, okay?”

The tearing and fighting next door continued, with the word “divorce” frequently bursting from Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao’s mouths, piercing Qiao Qingyu until she bled.

“Okay.”

She nodded to her brother, hugged him tightly, and broke down sobbing.

The day after the iron bars were installed on the window, the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop reopened. Since Qiao Huan hadn’t returned to Huanzhou yet, Qiao Jinyu became the shop’s temporary waiter. Li Fanghao was the first to rise and the last to leave home, carefully locking the plywood door to Qiao Qingyu’s room before leaving—the new lock was both a safeguard against Qiao Qingyu leaving home unauthorized and punishment for her previous running away.

Qiao Qingyu accepted this lock without complaint. She even felt somewhat grateful, because now her room had daylight and a computer—though the window was airtight and the computer old and unable to connect to the internet. She sat all day under the newspaper-covered glass window, tirelessly battling with the various subjects arranged on her desk. During daylight hours, Li Fanghao returned three times, bringing meals, cleaning the spittoon, and listening with a stern face as Qiao Qingyu reported her completed study tasks while eating. At night, after everyone returned home, Qiao Qingyu had half an hour to wash up. She no longer had to do any housework or laundry, so she also never went to the balcony anymore.

Nor did she notice whether the light across the way ever came on.

Unconsciously, Qiao Qingyu began practicing calligraphy again, using fragments of time to repeatedly etch the blurred ideal characters from her mind onto draft paper. The line “There will be time to ride the wind and waves, to set cloud-like sails across vast seas” that her parents had discarded days ago would occasionally leap into her mind, as vivid and profound as Qiao Baiyu’s unforgettable face that had been etched in memory since childhood. She would allow herself to miss Qiao Baiyu’s bright, smiling eyes, but permitted her thoughts to stay only there.

People of exceptional beauty often share similarities. So she was extremely careful, afraid that if she wasn’t vigilant, her thoughts would drift to Mingsheng’s bright black eyes.

The household grew both noisier and more oppressive. Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao now frequently quarreled, yet seemed to be in an endless cold war. Qiao Jinyu had notably become much quieter. Every night, Qiao Qingyu forced herself to sleep early, curling up in the middle of her bed with eyes tightly shut, like a naive child trying to imagine all the surrounding pain as merely a dream.

One early morning, in the space between sleep and wakefulness, Qiao Qingyu was awakened by Qiao Jinyu knocking on the plywood wall.

“Xiaoyu?”

“Check under the door, sis,” Qiao Jinyu said against the wall. “Yesterday when I was settling accounts, a boy slipped me a letter for you. Quick, put it away before Mom finds it.”

Qiao Qingyu rolled over in an instant and indeed found a white envelope under the door.

As soon as her parents and Qiao Jinyu left, she hurriedly turned on the desk lamp. The envelope was pure white without any writing, its flap firmly sealed with glue. It must be from Mingsheng, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help thinking as she grabbed a small knife and opened the envelope with extreme nervousness and meticulous care.

A folded white paper fell out. Unfolded, it contained one English sentence:

Ifyouwannarunawayagain,Icanstillhelpyouwithanything. (If you want to run away again, I can still help you with anything.)

Written in English to avoid interception by Li Fanghao. Seeing “Anything” again made Qiao Qingyu’s heart flutter just like the first time. But reason quickly suppressed the feeling, and she became irritated, her chest in turmoil. Didn’t my mother scare you off? she thought somewhat resentfully. My mother threatened to burn down your house—did you think she was joking? Do you think that between you and my mother, between you and my family, between you and my future, I would choose you?

She slowly tore the envelope into pieces. Mingsheng seemed even more eager than her for an “escape”—perhaps to him, this was just an exciting game. Qiao Qingyu felt displeasure rise in her heart, while simultaneously feeling sorry towards Mingsheng for this displeasure—don’t try to help me, she thought, don’t add to my pain anymore.

She spent a long day in unprecedented internal conflict. At night, when the house fell silent and Qiao Jinyu finally turned off his light next door, Qiao Qingyu knocked on the plywood wall beside her bed.

“Xiaoyu?”

Qiao Jinyu lowered his voice to ask what was wrong.

“I need to go out for a while, can you help me?”

“Go out for what? Mom will kill me if she finds out.”

Qiao Qingyu pondered briefly: “I need to see Mingsheng.”

She heard Qiao Jinyu let out a long, resigned sigh, but when he spoke, his voice was full of excitement: “Sis, what’s going on between you and Mingsheng? Why did Mom go yell at him? Did he do something to you? With Mom treating him like this, won’t he retaliate against you at school? Oh, and you know what? The newsstand owner’s wife is so annoying. She never used to come to our shop, but now she comes for breakfast every day, cornering Mom and saying she saw you and Mingsheng in the same taxi, saying she’s certain about what you were wearing… But Mom firmly denies you ever went to Mingsheng’s house, and tells Dad and me never to mention that you went there. The newsstand owner’s wife keeps praising Mingsheng, implying that you’re pursuing him while Mom won’t admit it, but how could you be that kind of person? Right, sis! Never mind Mom, I’m about to die from anger…”

“Chase her away,” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help interrupting. “Tomorrow when she comes, tell her we’re out of whatever she orders, make her leave.”

“If we anger her, won’t she spread more bad talk about our family?” Qiao Jinyu said. “Mom said we’ve rented the shop and this house for a whole year. When the lease expires in July, we’ll move. Then, after you graduate from high school next year, you’ll go to college in another city, I’ll stay in Huanzhou for school, and Mom and Dad will return to Shunyun. That way the financial pressure will be a bit less.”

When Qiao Qingyu remained silent, Qiao Jinyu asked again: “Sis, what happened between you and Mingsheng?”

The twenty-four hours at Mingsheng’s house flashed through Qiao Qingyu’s mind like a fast-forwarded movie. Tears suddenly welled up in her eyes, and she fought back the tightness in her throat: “Nothing happened.”

“Then how did you end up at his house?”

“Just coincidence, not worth mentioning,” Qiao Qingyu whispered. “It won’t happen a second time. Just follow Mom’s words and act like I never went to his house.”

“Sis,” Qiao Jinyu sighed, “Maybe before we were too young, and big sister never told us anything, but you and I are about the same age. You can tell me everything. If Mingsheng bullied you, I’ll help you. Don’t… keep it all bottled up inside. It’s better to talk to me than anyone else, you know? If someone’s bullying you, don’t tell Mom and Dad first, you must tell me, okay? I do practice fighting, after all.”

“Where did your mind go? He didn’t bully me,” Qiao Qingyu chuckled softly, feeling warmth surge in her heart. “I told you it was just a coincidence.”

“Alright,” Qiao Jinyu yawned. “I’ll find a way to get you out. But remember, you’re the one who encouraged me to be a thief this time. If Mom and Dad catch us, you have to speak up for me.”

“A thief?”

“How else will you get out without stealing Mom’s key and making a copy?” Qiao Jinyu countered. “Also, about last time when I took Mom’s gold bracelet—I’m sorry you suffered for it. I regretted it as soon as I took it, but I didn’t have time to put it back and didn’t dare tell you, so…”

“I don’t blame you,” Qiao Qingyu said frankly. “Besides, you’re taking risks to help me again now, so let’s call it even.”

“Oh right, if you want to meet Mingsheng, you need to tell him in advance, right? I’m thinking tomorrow or the day after, in the afternoon. You’ll only have two hours at most.”

“That’s enough,” Qiao Qingyu said. “When I get out, I’ll borrow your phone to call him. He should come.”

“Are you sure?”

Qiao Qingyu wasn’t just sure, she was certain, but to Qiao Jinyu, she only replied “I hope so.” The reason was simple—her absolute trust in Mingsheng that had emerged from somewhere in her heart, her certainty that he would put her first, and the dizzying ambiguity between them that was crying to be acknowledged, were things she had to bury, never to be revealed to anyone.



Chapter 36: Secret
On the day before school started, Qiao Qingyu walked out through the thin plywood door, thanks to the spare key provided by Qiao Jinyu. Ming Sheng’s face suddenly appeared in her mind, and all the words she had rehearsed countless times in her heart became jumbled the moment she stepped out—the urge to “just disappear” returned. She borrowed Qiao Jinyu’s phone and very carefully handed her ID card to Qiao Jinyu, to prevent herself from suddenly yielding to the temptation of “running away.”

“Mom went to buy me new shoes. I’ll wait for you to come back and lock the door,” Qiao Jinyu anxiously instructed, “Sister, no matter what, you must return before four o’clock.”

“Definitely.”

Without lifting her eyelids, Qiao Qingyu typed “I’ll wait for you at the camphor tree, don’t reply to this message” and signed her name before quickly pressing that all-too-familiar number.

Qiao Jinyu watched her every move: “Sister, is there nothing between you and Ming Sheng?”

“Nothing. Don’t ask again.”

As she spoke, she had already deleted the trace of the sent message. After returning the phone to Qiao Jinyu, she put on her wool hat, wrapped a long scarf around her nose and mouth, and hurried out the door.

The ever-lush branches and leaves of the old camphor tree provided a natural hiding place; Qiao Qingyu couldn’t imagine anywhere more suitable nearby. Today was a misty, cloudy day, with few people on the riverside path. Throwing her long scarf over the lowest branch, Qiao Qingyu climbed the tree more easily than last time. Then she climbed up to higher branches until she could peek her head out through a small cluster of green leaves while standing. The view was more expansive from up high; now the open iron gate at the end of the path was right under her eyes. If Ming Sheng appeared there, she would know immediately.

While waiting in the tree, memories of “accidentally meeting” Ming Sheng under this tree half a year ago flooded her mind. At that time, neither she nor He Kai had noticed him at all. Perhaps he had been hiding in the densest foliage up high, just like she was today? Perhaps he had already spotted her and He Kai at the iron gate, just like she was watching now, and deliberately teased the two awkward people below?

Her memory continued to drift backward, remembering how she had snuck out of the residential area and happened to meet Ming Sheng’s father looking for him everywhere. Even Boss Feng’s wife didn’t know where he was.

The curtains at his home were always drawn, probably to resist people like Boss Feng’s wife who took pleasure in peeping into others’ lives.

This ancient camphor tree wasn’t the perfect hiding place—it couldn’t shelter from rain or shield from the scorching summer heat. If he wasn’t free even after returning to Chaoyang New Village, why not simply find somewhere else? She didn’t believe he couldn’t find a better place.

So, this tree must truly hold special meaning for him.

Just as she was lost in thought, Ming Sheng’s tall, thin figure appeared at the end of the path.

A lead-gray hoodie covered his head as he walked with wind-like speed. Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt unsteady and quickly crouched down to stabilize herself. By the time Ming Sheng reached the tree, she had changed her position, learning from his previous example, leaning against the trunk and sitting on the sturdy branch.

Ming Sheng climbed the tree in a few quick moves, stopping on a branch to her lower right, leaning against the trunk while standing, his head just reaching the level of Qiao Qingyu’s dangling calves. She looked down, their eyes met, and she quietly held her breath.

Ming Sheng was the first to look away.

“I can’t believe you managed to come out,” he broke the silence with a tone of disbelief mixed with satisfaction. “And you look completely unharmed.”

In the latter sentence, Qiao Qingyu heard confusion.

“I saw your grandfather hit you,” Ming Sheng looked up at her again.

The hysterical scene when she first returned home was Qiao Qingyu’s lifelong shame. Ming Sheng had witnessed that moment—the very thing she had most hoped would never happen had ultimately occurred. Qiao Qingyu felt her dignity crumble.

“Your mother sealed your windows, yet you still won’t run away?”

The mention of Li Fanghao made Qiao Qingyu feel even more ashamed.

“A few days ago, my mom came looking for you and said some excessive things… She’s just like that, gets easily excited, you shouldn’t… I…”

“It’s nothing, I just found it kind of funny, like protesting too much,” Ming Sheng interrupted stammering. “If your mom hadn’t come looking for me, I wouldn’t have known you kept that note I casually wrote.”

Qiao Qingyu’s face grew hot: “That doesn’t mean anything.”

Ming Sheng smiled with pressed lips, a glint of craftiness in his eyes: “You even snuck out to meet me.”

“That doesn’t mean anything either,” Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt very flustered and annoyed. “Stop overthinking.”

“I’m not overthinking.”

His light, almost playful tone dissolved Qiao Qingyu’s anger. The air inexplicably became ambiguous. Qiao Qingyu’s body stiffened as she pressed against the tree trunk as if clinging to her rationality.

“I have no other reason for seeing you,” she declared righteously. “Phone calls leave records, letters can be kept—those are all traces I can’t tolerate. A face-to-face conversation is not only formal but also preserved by memory alone. If one wishes, it can be denied and forgotten with a turn of the head… That’s what I want.”

To her lower right, Ming Sheng’s straight profile was covered in shadow.

Taking a quiet breath, Qiao Qingyu continued: “I’m very grateful for all your help… but between us, nothing has happened, nothing is happening, and nothing will ever happen.”

After a few seconds, Ming Sheng turned his head to the other side: “I don’t understand.”

What’s not to understand? Qiao Qingyu grew agitated: “I’m not someone qualified to pursue freedom. I can’t live as freely as you do. If you want to find a girlfriend, go find someone else. I can’t and won’t date early. Besides, I won’t let a relationship with no future ruin my life.”

“A relationship with no future?”

“After high school, you’ll go to America, I’ll stay in China. Our lives are on two different paths that should never intersect.”

“What does that matter?” Ming Sheng turned back to study Qiao Qingyu’s face. “During Spring Festival when I was in New York, didn’t I still do what you asked? When you were wandering in the cemetery with a high fever, I was the one who brought you back.”

“But…” Qiao Qingyu paused, “Anyway, the further you stay from me, the better. Just like last semester, ignore me, treat me like a stranger…”

“I never ignored you last semester…”

“Your affection is a heavy burden to me! Without it, my life would be much easier!”

Ming Sheng fell silent.

“I’ve disliked you from the very beginning,” Qiao Qingyu finally spoke the words she had rehearsed many times. “I thought you were terrifying from the start, bullying someone you didn’t even know so recklessly. Now I think you’re arrogant, domineering, and stubborn. You’ve been spoiled since childhood, proud and conceited, taking yourself too seriously. No matter how miserable my situation is, I would never like you.”

Her original plan was to leave after saying this, but now Ming Sheng occupied the branch below that she needed to pass, so she had to remain motionless. The effect of her words was obvious—Ming Sheng was frozen, like a sculpture.

The air stagnated, pressing so hard that Qiao Qingyu could hardly breathe. After a long while, she realized she had held back tears. With a self-destructive fervor, she spoke again: “I’d rather you hate me. Let’s hate each other and not interfere with each other.”

“You,” Ming Sheng moved his head slightly, his voice showing rare timidity, “you’ve always held a grudge about me teasing He Kai, haven’t you?”

“I didn’t mean to break his hand, just wanted someone to scare him a bit,” Ming Sheng continued, full of dejection. “But I understand there’s no point in making excuses. Some things, once I casually start them, I can’t control the ending. Like,” he exhaled quickly, “like the rumors about you.”

“Qiao Qingyu,” he raised his head, his expression solemn, “I’m very sorry.”

His seriousness made Qiao Qingyu nervous. Those sincere dark eyes looking at her were filled with infinite regret. She was deeply moved, her heart fluctuating too much to speak.

“It’s fine if you don’t accept me, but, Qiao Qingyu,” he withdrew his gaze, looking toward the river, “don’t hate me.”

“I hate you because what you did to Senior He Kai wasn’t simple teasing,” Qiao Qingyu slowly began, feeling her heart being torn to pieces, “but unprovoked, malicious bullying. You treated me the same way, arbitrarily taking my letter, throwing someone else’s letter to me into the river right in front of me… and then saying you like me. This isn’t love, it’s possession. So to me, your confession is worthless.”

Ming Sheng suddenly clutched his chest and crouched down. After half a minute, still half-crouching, he let out a long sigh, straightened up again, and turned to Qiao Qingyu with lifeless eyes: “If that’s the case, then there’s nothing more to say.”

“The last thing I want to say is, thank you for helping me so much.”

Ming Sheng gave a bitter smile: “That’s all meaningless talk.”

It was over. It seemed Ming Sheng had given up hope. Qiao Qingyu wanted to free herself, to leave this tree. But Ming Sheng remained motionless.

“If there were two choices,” he suddenly looked up, his gaze profound, “freedom but dying soon, or imprisonment but living a long life, what would you choose?”

Qiao Qingyu naturally associated this with her situation. Just as she was about to answer that she had already made her choice, Ming Sheng spoke again: “I always thought you were like me, but now I know we’re very different.”

“You’d choose the first option?”

“Yes,” Ming Sheng exhaled deeply, “Like my grandfather, rather die than live without freedom. Although, I wish he had chosen the second option back then.”

Qiao Qingyu looked at Ming Sheng with confusion.

“Before, my grandfather was sick, covered in tubes after entering the hospital, never without the ventilator. He was always an optimistic person; when he was lucid, he would laugh and tell me he had finally become a ‘robot’ from the future world. I was in ninth grade then, about to take the high school entrance exam. My father thought I was wasting time running to the hospital, so he promised to bring my grandfather home after my exam, along with all the machines keeping him alive, so I could focus on the test. He had just become the hospital director, so I believed him completely and did as he said. But the day after my exam, when I returned home, my mother told me grandfather was gone.”

He gazed into the distance, his voice growing heavier: “Later I learned that my father had turned off those machines. He told me it was his grandfather’s own choice. Being full of tubes was painful, and his lucid moments were getting shorter; better to end his life while he could still smile. I didn’t believe him because I had promised my grandfather I would get into No. 2 High School. My grandfather’s grandfather was among the first students when No. 2 was founded, and both my grandfather and father graduated from there, so he had a special connection to it. Even if grandfather didn’t want to live in pain, I couldn’t believe he would leave before seeing me enter No. 2.”

He paused, seemingly adjusting his breathing, then quickly continued: “Under my constant questioning, my father finally admitted that choosing to let grandfather go without my knowledge was his decision. Grandfather had given him the authority to decide whether and when to go, and he deliberately did it while I was busy with exams and oblivious, to spare me the pain of a forced farewell. He said this was a decision between him and grandfather, he had ensured grandfather’s passing was peaceful, and all I needed to do was accept the result.”

“I couldn’t accept it,” Ming Sheng paused again, then continued, “For a long time, I couldn’t even agree with grandfather’s thinking, even resented him for not taking our promise to heart. Looking back now, Grandfather was always someone with a rich spiritual world who loved freedom; he definitely wouldn’t have wanted to live as an empty shell without self-awareness. Later, I specially wore my No. 2 High School uniform to visit his grave at Anling Cemetery, as a way of fulfilling our promise. But I can never forgive my father for making decisions on his own, depriving me of the chance to properly say goodbye; I hate how he treated me like a fragile child as if I could not cope. Grandfather’s illness, grandfather’s death—such important matters—he concealed the truth from me with the ridiculous excuse of ‘entrance exams.’ I will never forgive him for that.”

The word “concealment” touched a painful spot in Qiao Qingyu’s heart, and she suddenly felt she and Ming Sheng were kindred spirits in their suffering. The difference was that she didn’t have Ming Sheng’s courage to directly question her father, nor could she express her anger through long-term rebellion as Ming Sheng did.

“Your,” after Ming Sheng finished speaking and fell into silence, she felt she had to say something, “your grandfather had a big influence on you, right?”

“My mother is a painter who became famous young. They say in my first few years after birth, I clung to her every day, preventing her from focusing on creating, but she couldn’t abandon me, leading to increasing depression; my father was too busy with work, best at making cold demands, so grandfather took me to Chaoyang New Village for elementary school, to take care of me,” Ming Sheng’s voice was full of melancholy, “Without grandfather, in that house that couldn’t tolerate a speck of dust, I probably would have committed suicide long ago.”

The word “suicide” coming from Ming Sheng’s mouth slightly startled Qiao Qingyu.

“What my grandfather did was probably suicide too, just letting my father decide the timing,” Ming Sheng gazed into the distance with sorrow, then suddenly looked up, his arrow-like gaze piercing Qiao Qingyu’s heart: “Would you?”

“What?” Qiao Qingyu was suddenly confused.

“Just…” Ming Sheng hesitated, “Just, using the most extreme method to completely escape this prison of a world.”

He meant suicide. Why suddenly ask this? Just because she chose not to resist, did he think she would forever remain self-destructive? Or in his eyes, was her well-like life just a waste of existence, without any meaning?

“I’m not that weak,” Qiao Qingyu sounded clear and firm, “Life is quite a long process, I won’t allow myself to dwell only in present pain.”

Ming Sheng smiled quickly: “Except for my parents and me, everyone thinks my grandfather died naturally from illness. I never thought I would tell anyone about this, but,” he paused, “except you. Do you know why I suddenly told you this secret?”

“Why?”

“School starts tomorrow.”

“Hm?”

“This is what I care about most, what I fear others knowing most.”

Qiao Qingyu still didn’t understand.

“I once used your sister’s situation as a weapon to threaten you,” Ming Sheng half-crouched, preparing to climb down, “Now, you also have a weapon to threaten me.”

Qiao Qingyu froze. By the time she came to her senses, Ming Sheng had disappeared below. She carefully climbed down the tree, making several attempts at the lowest branch, about one and a half person-height from the ground. When her arms were tightly hugging the branch, her dangling legs awkwardly and desperately seeking support against the trunk, Ming Sheng appeared from nowhere and caught her legs in one swift motion.

Qiao Qingyu cried out in surprise, and to steady her upper body, unconsciously wrapped her arms around Ming Sheng’s head. She lay stiffly on Ming Sheng’s shoulder for more than ten seconds—Ming Sheng walked back and forth several steps, seemingly looking for a convenient foothold, and finally stepped outside the railing before setting down a blushing Qiao Qingyu. Then, ignoring her extreme confusion, he stepped back inside the railing, pulled his lead-gray hoodie over his head, imperiously pointed to the protected tree sign beside him, chin slightly raised, looking at her arrogantly: “This is my tree. From now on, don’t dare take half a step in here.”

How did he suddenly become a different person? However, being unreasonable was probably his true nature. Qiao Qingyu was both embarrassed and angry, unwilling to back down, she glared back at him fiercely before turning away without looking back.

And so, they would return to their separate paths.



Chapter 37: Inner Thoughts
Qiao Huan returned to the shop the same day Qiao Qingyu started school, and Li Fanghao resumed her tireless routine of shuttling Qiao Qingyu by electric scooter every day. She had already confiscated Qiao Qingyu’s ID card and bus pass, and on the first day of school, she followed Qiao Qingyu into the school, standing in the long line of students to pay for Qiao Qingyu’s first month of lunch money.

“Don’t carry money with you anymore, you won’t need it anyway,” after making the payment, amid the suppressed excited whispers around them, Li Fanghao linked arms with Qiao Qingyu and said in an earnest tone, “I’ll come to pay for your lunches every month. Just focus on your studies, don’t worry about anything else.”

Leaving the cafeteria, she led Qiao Qingyu to the principal’s office. The Dean of Students, Grade Director, and Homeroom Teacher were all there, an assembly so grand it left Qiao Qingyu both surprised and nervous.

Fortunately, with the first day of school being busy, the meeting didn’t last long.

Li Fanghao did most of the talking. She casually recounted everything that had happened at home that winter, beautifying everyone in the family, while looking at Qiao Qingyu with disappointment, lamenting her sacrifices for her.

The principal comforted Li Fanghao in a generous voice, promising her that the school would continue to care for every student and ensure Qiao Qingyu’s learning environment; the Dean praised Qiao Qingyu’s personality; the Grade Director just looked at her with knowing eyes, saying nothing; the homeroom teacher Sun Yinglong said he would communicate more with Qiao Qingyu, care for her mental health, and help her integrate into the class.

The conversation left Li Fanghao very satisfied, so much so that on the way to the school gate, she repeatedly summarized the meeting’s contents, tirelessly pouring them into Qiao Qingyu’s ears.

“The teachers are right, parents are your strongest support. If you have any concerns, don’t keep them hidden, you must tell Mom.”

“Mm.”

“In this world, besides Mom, who else would truly care for you?”

“Mm.”

“Mom doesn’t ask for anything, the family doesn’t ask anything of you either. Just study well, and live a good life when you grow up, that’s all.”

Some unfamiliar male students whistled at them, and Li Fanghao suddenly fell silent, quickening her pace. Qiao Qingyu hurried after her to the electric scooter. Before getting on, Li Fanghao examined her from top to bottom, front and back, worried and looking ready to cry.

“I’ll take you to get a haircut tonight,” she suddenly said with determination, “Long hair is distracting.”

Li Fanghao rode away on her electric scooter, stirring up a breeze. A soft wisp of hair tickled Qiao Qingyu’s chin like a spring wind, and she clutched it reluctantly. There were many students in the assembly square she had to cross to return to the teaching building, and Qiao Qingyu imagined the excitement, judgment, and contempt her passing would stir up. So she loosened her ponytail, combed her chest-length hair smooth with her fingers, then broke into a run, passing like the wind through those startled, complicated gazes.

Qiao Qingyu knew her hair was black, glossy, and smooth as water. Forcing everyone to remember how she looked with flowing hair gave her a rebellious pleasure. Since everything had been taken from her anyway, she might as well live a bit more freely and boldly.

The next day during the back-to-school exam, when Qiao Qingyu appeared with hair shorter than many boys’, the originally noisy classroom instantly fell silent as if someone had hit mute. Her seat was still in the middle of the classroom, and those few seconds walking there felt like a century. In her peripheral vision, Ming Sheng was the only one in the back row with his head down. I must look really ugly, Qiao Qingyu thought desperately. Was he deliberately avoiding looking, or did he simply not care?

After sitting down with her back to Ming Sheng, her rationality rebounded, harshly criticizing herself. She warned herself that not caring about anyone meant exactly that—anyone. Just like at home, immersing herself in books and exercises, forgetting everything, wasn’t difficult.

But this was school, with so many eyes, so many mouths.

Those seven days of confinement had brought Qiao Qingyu one notable result—unexpectedly good scores on the back-to-school exam. She ranked thirteenth in the class, surprisingly ahead of Ming Sheng. Because she was thirteen and Ming Sheng fourteen, Ye Zilin started teasing them about these numbers.

“Thirteen-fourteen, ‘love for life,’ this must be intentional,” he shouted toward Qiao Qingyu’s ear from afar, “You jinx! Can’t you leave our Sheng alone?!”

Fortunately, few people responded to him. Apart from several girls covering their mouths to giggle, the boys in the back seemed collectively deaf. Ye Zilin appeared to immediately realize he’d said something wrong and quickly moved behind Ming Sheng, his tone fawning like a puppy: “Sheng, just joking, just joking…”

Ming Sheng removed Ye’s hand from his shoulder: “If you’re interested, pursue her yourself.”

“Me? Pursue her?” Ye Zilin slapped the desk, laughing loudly, “Brother Sheng, are you messing with me? Haha, I’d rather chase a frog!”

His exaggerated laughter at his poor rhyme was met with an even more terrifying silence in the classroom. Ming Sheng’s displeasure with Ye Zilin was written on his face, making others instinctively suppress their habitual agreement with Ye Zilin.

“Bros, there’s a new shop across the street, I’ll treat everyone to lunch, anyone who heard is invited!”

Ming Sheng remained silent, and even if others wanted to go, they had to hold back. No one wanted to cross Ming Sheng, especially when he was so obviously distancing himself from Ye Zilin.

“Not today… then Friday night? Friday night’s more convenient for everyone! What do you say, Brother Sheng?” Ye Zilin laughed miserably, his tone so submissive that even Qiao Qingyu felt sorry for him.

“Stop disturbing my reading.” Ming Sheng coldly shut him down.

Some said Ming Sheng was ignoring Ye Zilin because he did poorly on the exam, but this reasoning didn’t hold up. More people believed Ming Sheng was cutting ties with Ye Zilin, the instigator, because of last year’s incident when Qiao Qingyu cut his hand. Wasn’t that the case? He hated Qiao Qingyu so much, yet Ye Zilin kept provoking this scheming wretch. If you can’t beat them, shouldn’t you at least avoid them? Ming Sheng was right.

Qiao Qingyu’s intuition told her that Ming Sheng’s sudden aversion to Ye Zilin was indeed because of her. But not because of the cut hand that prevented him from playing basketball. It was because he had made Black Brother intensify her already difficult life, because of his sleazy, vulgar interest in her. Ming Sheng had probably been annoyed with Ye Zilin for a long time, only now finally exploding.

This speculation made her feel inflated. Her thoughts floated suspended in mid-air, and the classical text passage before her eyes took over a dozen readings before she could barely recite it. When the morning reading bell rang, Qiao Qingyu closed her textbook in frustration and took out a draft paper, gripping her pen to practice writing—the first character she wrote was “Bai” (white), the second was “Shang” (wound), and then, her right hand seemed to have a mind of its own, writing “Nan Qiao Village” without thinking. Only then did she realize what was appearing in her mind was Ming Sheng’s handwritten note tucked into the wedding candy box.

Qiao Qingyu threw down her pen, exhausted and helplessly confused, utterly disappointed in herself.

Guan Lan came in from outside and called her, saying to go to Sun Yinglong’s office. Qiao Qingyu grabbed at this like a lifeline, escaping the classroom filled with Ming Sheng’s presence. As she was about to say “reporting” while pushing open the half-closed office door, her heart stopped—Ming Sheng was there too.

“Come in.” Sun Yinglong nodded to her.

After Qiao Qingyu walked in and stood parallel to Ming Sheng, Sun Yinglong asked if she had gone to Ming Sheng’s grandfather’s house when she ran away from home. Remembering Li Fanghao’s warnings and reminders, Qiao Qingyu gathered all her courage and clearly uttered two words: “No.”

“No,” Sun Yinglong repeated meaningfully as if speaking specifically for Ming Sheng to hear, “There are many things in this world that seem one way but are another. ‘Hiding’ itself isn’t right or wrong, it depends on the purpose. Often, ‘revealing’ causes more harm than ‘concealing.'”

He paused, moving his gaze from Ming Sheng’s face to Qiao Qingyu’s, becoming even more earnest: “You’re both still young, you don’t understand the ways of the world yet. You’ll understand when you grow up.”

Qiao Qingyu hadn’t absorbed any of it. She had just flatly denied Ming Sheng’s help right in front of him, forgotten everything in his presence. Using and discarding—she truly was as scheming as Ye Zilin had said. To preserve her pitiful bit of reputation, she had trampled on his dignity and sincerity with selfishness and cowardice. Now, without doubt, he would see through her completely, despise her, hate her—

After school that day, Sun Yinglong called Qiao Qingyu in for a second time, kindly recommending the school counselor, Le Fan. He gave her a landline number and a mobile number, saying she could call Le Fan about any troubles that were hard to voice but needed sharing.

Qiao Qingyu promised she would talk to Teacher Le Fan to relieve her emotions. But as soon as she left the school gates, she threw the paper with the phone numbers into a trash bin—she hated how Sun Yinglong saw her as so fragile. It must have been that jarringly short haircut Li Fanghao forced on her that made her look a bit unhinged. She hated Li Fanghao and hated how she not only controlled her but also controlled how others saw her. I’m fine, Qiao Qingyu kept telling herself, I can handle any emotional burden.

Due to weather conditions, the first week’s flag-raising ceremony was postponed. On a drizzly Monday, Qiao Qingyu went to find Wang Mumu to tell her she wanted to quit the flag team. Wang Mumu didn’t focus on her short hair, seeming not to notice her change at all, which comforted Qiao Qingyu and made her feel suddenly closer to Wang Mumu.

“That’s fine,” after hearing Qiao Qingyu out, Wang Mumu nodded readily, “Though I don’t manage the flag team anymore… but since I chose all of them, I can select someone new.”

The new flag-bearer was Su Tian. Reportedly, she was reluctant to stand where Qiao Qingyu had once stood, but the other girls in the flag team would accept no one else. They said after agreeing to join, she immediately replaced all of the flag team’s outdated uniforms, gloves, and shoes, using her own family’s money. They said she complained that one set of long-sleeve uniforms wasn’t enough and specially added summer short-sleeve and skirt uniforms. Even the flag itself was replaced with a new one.

How nice, Qiao Qingyu thought. For some reason, she quite liked what Su Tian did, liked that undisguised effort to erase all traces of her.

Wang Mumu, however, seemed quite embarrassed. In private, she found Qiao Qingyu to explain that the flag team’s things were indeed old and needed replacing, and since she wasn’t part of the team anymore, she couldn’t stop Su Tian from such waste. It was just after school then, and Qiao Qingyu, worried Li Fanghao would get anxious waiting at the gate, didn’t talk much with Wang Mumu. The next day, Wang Mumu came looking for her again.

“I need to go somewhere, but I’m scared to go alone. Will you come with me?”

This time, she came just before the last self-study period bell. Qiao Qingyu was worried about missing self-study but couldn’t refuse Wang Mumu’s earnestness, so she followed her out of the teaching building. The class bell rang as they entered the administration building, and Qiao Qingyu stopped, looking at Wang Mumu uncertainly.

“It’s okay, being a few minutes late to self-study, Teacher Sun won’t blame you.” She wore an apologetic, uneasy smile.

So Qiao Qingyu continued walking beside her, up to the third floor, where Wang Mumu stopped before a reddish-brown wooden door at the end of the corridor.

Five striking characters on the wooden door read “Psychological Counseling Room.”

Qiao Qingyu’s first reaction was that she had been betrayed—most likely, Sun Yinglong had asked Wang Mumu to bring her to see the counselor. Shock and anger showed on her face, which Wang Mumu deliberately avoided seeing.

Qiao Qingyu wanted to turn and leave, but her feet felt heavy and slow. Just then, Wang Mumu knocked on the reddish-brown door.

Teacher Le Fan opened the door, and Wang Mumu turned back with a “come along” gesture. As if possessed, Qiao Qingyu followed them in.

Sitting beside Wang Mumu on the soft fabric sofa, Qiao Qingyu felt her companion’s body was even more rigid than her own. Le Fan was a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a round, gentle face. After pouring them each two cups of water, she sat down on the single sofa to the side.

“I often meet female students who come together,” she began with a smile, her compassionate gaze moving between the two girls, “I know both of you, Wang Mumu, and Qiao Qingyu. I’m a bit surprised that you two are such good friends.”

“It’s spacious, clean, and bright here,” Le Fan smiled, “It can hold any burden, and any trouble spoken here, when laid out in the sunlight, becomes lighter.”

Suddenly Wang Mumu shot to her feet: “I’m sorry, Teacher, I… I’m not ready yet.”

Le Fan said “Oh,” but before she could finish saying “That’s alright,” Wang Mumu had covered her face and run out. Quickly recovering from her shock, Qiao Qingyu apologized to Le Fan and rushed out after her.

Wang Mumu ran into the small garden behind the administration building, disappearing behind a mushroom pavilion. When Qiao Qingyu found her, her eyes were red, with tear drops still hanging at the corners she had hastily wiped.

“You must think I tricked you into coming to the counseling room, right?” Wang Mumu said in a low voice, “I don’t know why Teacher Sun approached me, but he did, asking if I could persuade you to talk with Teacher Le Fan. But,” she sniffled, glancing up at Qiao Qingyu, “I promise you, I didn’t trick you today! I wanted to see Teacher Le Fan myself, but was scared, and hoped you would accompany me.”

“Mm.” Qiao Qingyu sat down beside her.

Wang Mumu rolled up her sleeves—cotton jacket, school uniform, sweater—until she pushed back the last layer of thermal undershirt, revealing a section of the fair arm.

At first, Qiao Qingyu looked without understanding, but as Wang Mumu turned her arm over, she gasped—on the other side of her arm, the fair skin was covered with bright red blood marks, a horrifying sight.

“I have too many troubles,” Wang Mumu bit her lip, “all of them too dark to see the light of day.”



Chapter 38: Dark Clouds
They didn’t return to the counseling office. In the small garden behind the administration building, Qiao Qingyu sat with Wang Mumu, though Wang Mumu hadn’t spoken since saying she “couldn’t stand the sunlight.” She pulled down her sleeves, tidied herself, carefully wiped away traces of tears, then linked arms with Qiao Qingyu and rested her head on her shoulder. Just like two close girlfriends would.

Qiao Qingyu wanted to offer comfort but didn’t know where to begin. Time passed quietly until the rotund Dean of Students suddenly appeared before them.

“Why aren’t you two in class?” he questioned, but seemed moved by the troubled expressions on the girls’ faces. His next words came out much gentler, “It’s normal to feel down—who doesn’t have those moments? But skipping class isn’t right. Get back to your classroom.”

As they walked toward the teaching building, Wang Mumu still held onto Qiao Qingyu’s left arm with her unscarred right arm. Just before parting, Qiao Qingyu awkwardly mumbled something about how everything would pass, then felt her left arm empty as Wang Mumu stopped in her tracks.

Turning around, Wang Mumu smiled brightly.

“I’m fine now, please don’t take what happened earlier seriously,” she said lightheartedly as if she were the one comforting Qiao Qingyu instead. “I’m not usually this gloomy!”

“Then,” Qiao Qingyu looked at her skeptically, hesitating, “why did you hurt your—”

Before she could say “self,” Wang Mumu cut her off: “I didn’t do well on the return exam, and mock exams are coming up soon. The pressure got to me a bit. It’s nothing, I’ve already adjusted.”

She transformed back into the Wang Mumu that Qiao Qingyu knew—warm as a spring breeze, without a trace of melancholy.

“Teacher Le Fan is very trustworthy,” Wang Mumu said as if remembering her mission. “There’s nothing shameful about talking to the counselor. Anyone can go—just treat her like a diary. You can tell her anything. I can’t spare the time now, but after my college entrance exam, I’ll chat with her too.”

“Then I’ll wait until after your exam, and we’ll go together.”

Surprise and touched emotion flashed through Wang Mumu’s eyes.

“Okay.”

They smiled at each other as if sealing a secret pact.

Every noon, Qiao Qingyu would spend the long stretch before the first-afternoon class in the reading room. The classroom was filled with everything about Ming Sheng—if people weren’t mentioning him or looking for him, he was loudly joking with the boys in the back row. She could barely handle it. Had he always been this active? Was it because she hadn’t paid enough attention to him last year that she hadn’t noticed? Qiao Qingyu couldn’t tell, and in her distress, she simply cut herself off completely.

The library became her sanctuary, and the window seat in the reading room became her paradise. Winter jasmine bloomed on the low wall behind the library. Looking down from the second-floor reading room, the overlapping, bustling golden flowers were like countless soft little suns. Whenever she saw no one around, Qiao Qingyu would dash down from the reading room, clutching borrowed books, pacing back and forth before the flower wall, fully immersing herself in the brightness and intensity of this small world. Several times, she had embraced these delicate yet resilient branches, burying her face among the blooming flowers, greedily and carefully breathing in the scent of spring.

Whether it was the book in her hands or the brilliance below the window, both could temporarily make her forget Ming Sheng’s voice and eyes. The reading room’s tranquility made it a sacred place. Day after day, Qiao Qingyu came here devoutly, choosing a magazine to sit by the window, letting her soul be washed by printed words and spring sentiment. As time passed, she gradually became calm and stable. Everything about Ming Sheng became like a stone smoothed by ocean waves—still lodged in her heart, but having lost its weight and edges, no longer causing her such pain that she couldn’t sit still.

By late March, the winter jasmine was hardly visible, yet Qiao Qingyu still diligently frequented the library. It had become her habit, as if not spending time reading in the library after lunch would be wasting time—though according to Sun Yinglong, missing out on the school’s vibrant club culture festival, reading festival, choir competition, and other collective activities was the real tragic loss.

Qiao Qingyu appreciated Sun Yinglong’s many attempts to help her integrate into the collective, but her appreciation stopped there. She had no interest in group activities, and others had no interest in her. With neither side benefiting, after several attempts, Sun Yinglong stopped making futile efforts and instead offered sincere advice about Qiao Qingyu’s love for spending time alone in the library.

“Besides reading, you could try writing. Honestly, your essay ‘The Pain That Shouldn’t Be Forgotten’ that turned your home upside down really impressed me,” his smile was full of encouragement. “Write whatever you want, write freely, like for the New Concept Writing Competition—you have that potential.”

This stirred something significant in Qiao Qingyu as if a hidden spark in her heart had suddenly been ignited, blazing instantly. Because Li Fanghao would check everything she wrote, she had never thought about writing “freely.” But she had always loved writing, which was why she was passionate about practicing calligraphy and loved copying her favorite sentences from books into her notebook. She suddenly understood why she did these things—it was to store energy and determination for the freedom to write now. Now she had a computer in her room, though it couldn’t connect to the internet and Li Fanghao had covered it with a tablecloth, but—Qiao Qingyu got excited just thinking about it—the abandoned computer could perfectly serve as her secret base.

But she didn’t act immediately, an inexplicable melancholy suppressing her enthusiasm. Once back in that cramped, closed space at home, besides mechanically studying, studying, and studying more, she couldn’t muster the energy to do anything else. Impulse and vision belonged only to the library, that sacred place of unrestricted browsing without oppression. Soon, Qiao Qingyu grew to despise herself for her lack of initiative.

Even though her monthly exam scores improved again, ranking tenth in the class, it still didn’t free her from disappointment in herself.

Her hair had grown somewhat longer, the ends pricking her neck’s skin uncomfortably; she couldn’t understand why Sun Yinglong, who had praised her talent, gave the city writing competition spots to Gao Chi, Jiang Nian, and Deng Meixi without even glancing at her; she didn’t like that everyone except her seemed happy. The winter jasmine had all withered, the sanctuary lost its color, and dark clouds hung over her head.

In contrast, was Ming Sheng’s flourishing confidence. Since breaking free from the noisy Ye Zilin at the start of the semester, he seemed to have become his spokesperson, making sure to create some commotion in class no matter what he did, as if afraid others wouldn’t notice him. With detachment, Qiao Qingyu knew he participated in every school activity possible and didn’t miss out on external events either, blooming both inside and out, stealing all the spotlight.

She knew that during the reading festival’s recitation event, Ming Sheng chose to partner with Deng Meixi; during the aerobics competition, he arrived late and left early but didn’t miss Su Tian’s perfect performance. She also knew that during basketball team practice, Ming Sheng no longer fiercely stopped those girls who raised their phones or cameras to photograph him, so his pictures suddenly multiplied online; she certainly also knew that on Lei Feng Day, dissatisfied with the chubby dean, Ming Sheng led many male students to make mocking sounds during his assembly speech. In short, he lived freely and easily, in stark contrast to herself.

And he was relaxed and at ease. Unlike Qiao Qingyu, who struggled with all her might yet remain stifled.

On the first day of April, the dark clouds in her heart drifted to the sky, and a sudden downpour trapped Qiao Qingyu in the stairwell as she was heading down. She ran back to change her shoes, then rushed into the rain with an umbrella, running toward the community gate when she heard someone calling her name.

“Studies must be tough lately!”

Mrs. Feng’s face appeared from under a large red checkered umbrella, and Qiao Qingyu felt a physiological disgust.

“Why don’t you come to the shop after school anymore?” Whether intentionally or not, Mrs. Feng pressed her red checkered umbrella against Qiao Qingyu’s, her probing desire written all over her face. “Oh my, why is your face so pale? You’ve lost weight again! Why do young girls think so much? Being full of worry at sixteen or seventeen, even a pretty face won’t look good!”

In the past, Qiao Qingyu would have endured this. But now, she directly replied, “It’s none of your business.”

“What?”

“Let me tell you,” Qiao Qingyu watched with some satisfaction as her face twisted in surprise, “the person you saw that day wasn’t me. I’ve never been to Ming Sheng’s house, you must have been seeing things.”

“When did I ever say you went to Ah Sheng’s house? Which ear of yours heard me say that?”

Qiao Qingyu felt a lump in her throat, almost unable to speak: “I’m saying you saw the wrong person, it wasn’t me in the taxi with Ming Sheng!”

“If it wasn’t you then it wasn’t, your mother already cleared things up with me,” Mrs. Feng wore an expression of ‘Why are you still bringing this up,’ “If it were true, wouldn’t everyone be gossiping about you by now? I was just confused that one time, how could Ah Sheng be the type to casually bring girls home? Girls need to protect their reputation, don’t boys need to as well? Doesn’t Ah Sheng need to? Don’t Ah Sheng’s parents need to? After thinking carefully, I must have been seeing things…”

At the intersection, Qiao Qingyu suddenly quickened her pace, leaving the chattering Mrs. Feng behind. The dense raindrops hammered against her umbrella with a pitter-patter, and she lowered it as much as possible, feeling inexplicably wronged and wanting to cry—in the eyes of these worldly people, was she so unworthy of Ming Sheng?

What made her feel worse was that she felt this was karma. She was the one who said memories could be denied and forgotten as soon as you turned away… Now, heaven granted her wish, making everyone willingly deny she had spent a night at Ming Sheng’s house, just waiting for her to actively forget. Besides forgetting, there was no other choice.

This meant that there was no relationship between her and Ming Sheng anymore. She didn’t want it, others wouldn’t allow her to have it, and heaven affirmed her decision.

Someone called her again, this time it was Wang Mumu. She had barely ever run into Wang Mumu before school, and to meet her just when her mood had suddenly plummeted was quite awkward.

“I wanted to call out to you earlier, but when I saw Auntie Feng with you, I didn’t dare,” Wang Mumu playfully lifted her umbrella. “What’s wrong? Did Auntie Feng say something?”

“No.” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, but tears rolled down uncontrollably.

“What’s wrong?” Wang Mumu suddenly panicked, “Whatever Auntie Feng said, don’t take it to heart. She likes to dig into others’ pain, you really mustn’t take it seriously…”

Qiao Qingyu sniffled, trying to stop sobbing, but her tears rolled even more under Wang Mumu’s gentle words. She crouched down while holding her umbrella, and Wang Mumu accompanied her, also crouching down, reaching out one hand to gently stroke the back of her head.

In the gloomy weather, a familiar pair of shoes appeared before her—Li Fanghao had come looking for her.

“I was wondering why you hadn’t come for breakfast,” Li Fanghao said, helping Qiao Qingyu up along with Wang Mumu. “Why are you crying in the middle of the street? What happened?”

Unable to speak yet, Qiao Qingyu heard Wang Mumu politely call out “Auntie.” Through their question-and-answer exchange, Li Fanghao quickly concluded that Mrs. Feng must have upset Qiao Qingyu with her loose talk. After briefly comforting Qiao Qingyu, Li Fanghao invited Wang Mumu to join them for breakfast at the shop. Despite her attempts to decline, with Qiao Qingyu’s pleading looks, Wang Mumu shyly accepted.

“Last time you helped Qingqing, worried about her suffering, gave her a schoolbag full of things—we never properly thanked you,” Li Fanghao said.

“Those things…” Wang Mumu awkwardly began, “You returned them all to me.”

“Returned or not, thanks should still be given. Qingqing rarely makes friends who are truly sincere to her.”

The word “friend” coming from Li Fanghao’s mouth was a complete affirmation of Wang Mumu. The pain of forever losing Ming Sheng instantly lessened, and Qiao Qingyu felt much better, suddenly feeling that life wasn’t entirely bleak.

“You two girls, both have difficulties at home, both have to rely entirely on yourselves to find your way,” Li Fanghao advised earnestly. “You should help each other, encourage each other, and move in a positive direction.”

Li Fanghao including Wang Mumu in her lecture made Qiao Qingyu feel a bit embarrassed. She didn’t respond, sneaking a glance at Wang Mumu, only to see her smiling easily and brightly.

“Auntie is right, we rely on ourselves, and we must keep working hard.”



Chapter 39: Friendship
The rain continued into the fourth day, Qingming Festival. Under Li Fanghao’s angry scolding, tantrums, and incessant threats of “divorce,” Qiao Lushen abandoned his usual plan of returning to Nan Qiao Village for ancestral worship. The noodle shop closed for a day, and the family of four came to Anling Cemetery on this crisp morning of drizzling rain.

Being both the Qingming holiday and a Saturday, the usually quiet cemetery was somewhat noisy. Walking up the stone steps between Li Fanghao and Qiao Jinyu, Qiao Qingyu noticed that most graves that had already been visited had yellow and white chrysanthemum bouquets—mostly real flowers, some artificial. The flowers made the tombstones look elegant.

The Qiao family carried no flowers, only incense paper, gold yuan bao paper, and food offerings—things that looked particularly plain. Qiao Qingyu felt regretful—Qiao Baiyu had loved flowers so much, she surely wouldn’t want to be the dullest among everyone.

At Qiao Baiyu’s grave, Qiao Lushen bent down to take things out of the plastic bag and was about to light them when Qiao Qingyu, who had been looking around, stopped him.

“Dad, wait a moment,” she said hurriedly, “I’ll go pick some flowers for sister.”

She turned and continued upward, quickly entering the green wilderness outside the cemetery, picking small yellow wildflowers under the watchful eyes of her other three family members. Qiao Jinyu came to join her, and soon after, Li Fanghao came too. As the group grew larger, another family visiting the cemetery looked over curiously, making Qiao Lushen, who remained standing at his spot, flush with embarrassment.

“Hurry up, that’s enough for the gesture,” he called softly in Nan Qiao dialect, frowning, “What will people think!”

Li Fanghao and Qiao Jinyu each picked a small handful and returned, but Qiao Qingyu went deeper into the wilderness. Partly because the wildflowers were delicate and small, requiring a large bunch to look beautiful and brilliant, and partly because she resented how Qiao Lushen prioritized face above all else, cowering at a mere glance from strangers. Only when she couldn’t hold anymore did she return contentedly.

“How improper!”

Qiao Lushen glared and scolded quietly. Li Fanghao pulled his sleeve: “Qingqing is thinking of Xiaobai. Picking some flowers is nice, saves money too.”

As with every previous visit, Qiao Qingyu crouched down and carefully wiped clean Qiao Baiyu’s photo with her sleeve. The bright smiling face suddenly gleamed, especially moving when paired with the star-like wildflowers below.

“Big sister was too beautiful,” Qiao Jinyu sighed, “If she had lived in Huanzhou, she would’ve been scouted as a celebrity long ago.”

They arranged the food offerings one by one, burned paper and incense, and bowed three times before the tombstone. Seeing Li Fanghao’s eyes redden, Qiao Lushen hastened the cleanup.

“Alright, let’s go,” he urged everyone, “it’s getting crowded here.”

Indeed, there were twice as many people in the cemetery as when they had arrived, looking particularly bustling with their various colored umbrellas. Three black umbrellas surrounded by colorful ones blocked the stone steps’ entrance. As Qiao Qingyu worried about how they would get past this crowd, the colorful umbrellas dispersed, and the three black umbrellas ascended the steps, each sheltering a tall figure in a black coat, quite imposing.

For some reason, Qiao Qingyu’s heart pounded. Before her suspicion could take shape, Qiao Lushen at the front stopped.

“Director Wen!”

Sure enough. Qiao Qingyu’s heart sank, then quickly rose to her throat as Qiao Lushen spoke.

“Coming to sweep the graves, hehe… We too, coming to see our eldest daughter… Look, my younger daughter, son, and wife.”

Mechanically raising her umbrella, Qiao Qingyu met Wen Qiuxin’s slightly serious smiling eyes. She pressed her lips together and nodded slightly as a greeting.

“Won’t disturb you,” Qiao Lushen raised his hand humbly, “carry on with your business, we’re finished…”

His words were interrupted by a black figure suddenly emerging from behind Wen Qiuxin. The umbrella holder deliberately lowered the umbrella and tilted it this way, the cold, matte black umbrella surface rolling under Qiao Qingyu’s eyelids, almost brushing her nose. She startled backward two steps.

“Ah Sheng, you…”

The incredible tone came from the last black umbrella, a woman wearing an ankle-length black coat. She smiled apologetically at Qiao Qingyu, with a fair face that Qiao Qingyu found strangely familiar.

Wen Qiuxin apologized to his son, and then the two families separated. As they continued downhill, Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized—she had seen Ming Sheng’s mother Ming Yu in magazines.

More than once, different magazines published large photos of Ming Yu, with several pages introducing her life, works, and the upcoming European touring exhibition in the second half of the year. Qiao Qingyu instinctively avoided anything related to Ming Sheng, so she hadn’t read the articles about his mother carefully. But this didn’t prevent her from seeing his mother’s achievements. A family radiating brilliance.

“Wow, sis, Ming Sheng is so arrogant, not even saying hello,” Qiao Jinyu leaned close, excitedly whispering, “but did you see his black leather shoes? I know that word! Givenchy!”

Li Fanghao had somehow moved to the front, ducking under Qiao Lushen’s umbrella, the two arguing something in urgent low voices. No wonder Qiao Jinyu was so bold to say these things, Qiao Qingyu thought. She wasn’t interested in what shoes Ming Sheng wore; what flashed through her mind was Ming Sheng’s dim expression when talking about his parents.

“What’s Givenchy?” she asked absently.

Qiao Jinyu looked at her sideways: “So behind the times.”

Qiao Qingyu did not comment, recalling Ming Sheng’s mother’s appearance. Just like in the photos, bright eyes and eyebrows, reserved temperament, a cultured beauty.

“Wearing Givenchy in high school, Ming Sheng’s parents spoil him,” Qiao Jinyu continued talking to himself, “Ah, why wasn’t I born with such good fortune! Born into that kind of family, set for life!”

“Maybe they worry about not being outstanding enough,” Qiao Qingyu responded flatly, “afraid of being too ordinary, not meeting their parents’ expectations.”

“With Givenchy to wear, that face, that height, and still ordinary?” Qiao Jinyu stared.

“Superficial.”

“He’s superficial? His grades are even better than yours…”

“I meant you.”

“You’re profound, sis, you’re too profound, I’m telling you you won’t find a boyfriend in the future…”

Li Fanghao’s call interrupted him. She told them to wait at the bus stop first, saying she and Qiao Lushen had something to ask Director Wen and would come find them at the bus stop afterward.

“Then we might as well go home first!” Qiao Jinyu said.

“Uh,” Li Fanghao looked at Qiao Qingyu hesitantly—Qiao Qingyu knew she didn’t want to let her out of sight, afraid she might do something inappropriate, “you and Qingqing should wait at the bus stop.”

“We’ll wait across the street, you can see us, we won’t hear you.”

With that, Qiao Qingyu pulled Qiao Jinyu across the street.

The rain gradually stopped, and Qiao Jinyu closed the long-handled umbrella, boredly drawing circles on the ground with the umbrella tip. About ten minutes later, Ming Sheng’s family came out, and Qiao Qingyu heard Li Fanghao calling out to stop them.

Without the rain sound, and because she was used to eavesdropping on her parents since childhood, even across the street, Qiao Qingyu still keenly caught Li Fanghao’s voice.

“…just to be safe… no transmission… more reassuring to do a blood test… used to sleep in the same room, clothes, and pants in the same cabinet… son doesn’t need to… oh yes I will explain it clearly to her… you’re right… won’t hide it won’t hide it, she’s seventeen already… ah that’s great… afternoon works… thank you so much… you’re such a good person, helped us so much before… mm if the child doesn’t want to then forget it, I understand… okay I’ll bring her over directly in the afternoon… then you go ahead…”

Qiao Jinyu kept staring in amazement at the black Mercedes parked to the side. Seeing Wen Qiuxin walking toward them after finishing his conversation, Qiao Qingyu quickly pulled him away.

Only Ming Sheng kept his umbrella up. After opening the Mercedes door, he ducked into the back seat before closing his umbrella, which seemed strange when there was no rain.

It was obvious—he didn’t want to see her.

Li Fanghao’s secret request to Wen Qiuxin was revealed that afternoon. After lunch, she took Qiao Qingyu on her electric scooter to Provincial First Hospital, heading straight to the fifth-floor laboratory without registering. At the nurses’ station, she mentioned Wen Qiuxin’s name, saying the director had referred them.

The nurse first called the director’s office and then led them to draw blood. Afraid Qiao Qingyu would be nervous, Li Fanghao repeated what she’d said before leaving home: “Don’t be afraid, the director said your sister’s illness won’t transmit to you just because you shared a room. Mom’s just getting you tested for peace of mind.”

She assumed Qiao Qingyu already knew about Qiao Baiyu’s condition, yet carefully avoided saying the word “AIDS.” Qiao Qingyu found it somewhat amusing. Honestly, when she overheard Li Fanghao planning to test her for AIDS, she felt shocked, angry, and resistant, but once in the blood drawing room, she became calm.

Before drawing blood, the nurse recorded Qiao Qingyu’s name and ID number, telling her that if she tested HIV positive, she would need a recheck and must register at the city’s Disease Control Center. She spoke with gravity, and Qiao Qingyu nodded.

After drawing blood, the nurse told them to wait in the hallway for results.

Sitting alone with Li Fanghao with nothing to do was torturous. Fortunately, as soon as they sat down, Li Fanghao told Qiao Qingyu to wait there while she went to get some medicine for her grandmother to mail to her. Qiao Qingyu was grateful for this sudden small freedom while wondering why Li Fanghao would trust her to stay alone, after all, the pharmacy was just across from the hospital, taking no more than half an hour round trip—they could have gone together. When Li Fanghao returned with a large bag of Chinese medicine, as if deliberately seeking topics unrelated to herself, Qiao Qingyu actively asked why she wasn’t allowed to help.

“What’s good about going to a gloomy place like the pharmacy?”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent. Li Fanghao began criticizing Liu Yanfen’s wrongs, bringing up the winter holiday incident, both scolding Qiao Qingyu for taking the red envelope and angrily cursing Liu Yanfen for deliberately inflating the amount to extort money.

“Claiming you took eight thousand eight hundred, black-hearted,” Li Fanghao cursed, “When the elderly are sick, I’ll pay what needs to be paid, but for the red envelope, I’m only returning 4,208. You promise you’re not lying to me?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “No.”

“I only believe you, no matter what others say,” Li Fanghao waved her hand dismissively, “In this whole world, I only trust my daughter.”

Facing the people of Nan Qiao Village, Li Fanghao defended her in everything, showing extreme trust, yet here, she both locked her in rooms and questioned everything, showing extreme distrust. This confused Qiao Qingyu.

The nurse came out, telling them to rest assured—it was negative.

Rare was the evening when all four ate dinner at home, and the hospital’s certification of Qiao Qingyu’s “cleanliness” brought a smile to Qiao Lushen’s face unseen for days. He brought another bottle of erguotou liquor, this time out of joy and relief.

“Did you think sister would infect me?”

During dinner, Qiao Qingyu suddenly asked. She regretted it as soon as the words left her mouth.

“We didn’t think so, but that doesn’t matter,” Qiao Lushen picked up a piece of braised pork, “Others are afraid. Now with the hospital’s proof, others have nothing to say.”

“If sharing a room with big sister didn’t affect you, we’re even safer,” Qiao Jinyu winked at her.

What they said wasn’t wrong, but Qiao Qingyu felt hurt. After dinner, when Qiao Lushen said she could watch some TV, she waved it off and returned to her room.

Wang Mumu’s appearance surprised her considerably. Even more surprising was that Li Fanghao had actively invited her to visit.

“Met her taking out the trash,” Li Fanghao said while pushing Wang Mumu into Qiao Qingyu’s room, “Come sit for a few minutes, chat with Qingqing.”

Qiao Qingyu suspected Sun Yinglong had suggested Li Fanghao let her interact more with peers, not keep her locked up, hence actively bringing Wang Mumu home. In other words, she feared Qiao Qingyu might really “go crazy from confinement.” However, regardless of the true reason, Qiao Qingyu’s genuine joy at seeing Wang Mumu wasn’t diminished at all.

“Wow,” after Li Fanghao went to the living room, Wang Mumu lowered her voice, “your cage is really small.”

Her use of “cage” both comforted and delighted Qiao Qingyu—she understood her situation and didn’t beat around the bush at all.

If she had known earlier that this long day would end with Wang Mumu’s “visit,” Qiao Qingyu wouldn’t have written the character “endure” on her draft paper in her practice handwriting style. However, this character for “endure” made Wang Mumu understand completely, bringing them even closer.

“Your mom asked me so many questions,” Wang Mumu’s voice dropped even lower, “I was so afraid of saying something wrong.”

“If you had said anything wrong, she wouldn’t have brought you in.”

They looked at each other and smiled.

“Hey,” Wang Mumu took Qiao Qingyu’s hand, “your mom is scarier than mine, my mom just nags but won’t lock me up… But your dad is much better than mine, my dad gets drunk and violent every day, I don’t even like going home.”

“I don’t like going home either,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Don’t like school either, only like the library.”

“So you’re in the library, I looked for you on the rooftop several times,” Wang Mumu said, “Always saw Chen Yuqian and them, and Ah Sheng, actually hanging out with them smoking, it made me so angry.”

“He smokes?”

“Yeah, I saw it with my own eyes once,” Wang Mumu sighed, “Getting more and more degenerate, if his grandfather knew, he’d be heartbroken.”

Qiao Qingyu just thought Ming Sheng was stupid. Imagining him puffing away at cigarettes, his surrounding brilliance instantly vanished. Yes, self-important, arrogant, and incredibly stupid, not worth caring about at all.

“Forget about him,” Qiao Qingyu waved dismissively, “He has nothing to do with us.”

“Yeah, nothing to do with us anymore, they’ve rented their house to others, he’ll never return to Chaoyang New Village, that’s great.”

Qiao Qingyu pondered these words, feeling a faint sadness beneath Wang Mumu’s seemingly casual tone. She didn’t want to probe deeper, nor did she mind it, instead feeling a sense of shared suffering and mutual understanding with Wang Mumu. This feeling filled her, healing everything.

She felt Li Fanghao was right, going to extremes to control her interactions with boys while actively pushing Wang Mumu toward her. Mom had seen through it all, she thought. Love was the least valuable thing, friendship was truly precious.



Chapter 40: The Eagle
What Qing Yu found most comfortable about Wang Mumu was that she never deliberately avoided mentioning Ming Sheng in their conversations. Of course, she never brought up what happened during the winter break either. This, Qing Yu thought, was the correct way to “forget” – neither avoiding nor looking back, just carrying on as usual.

After gaining Li Fanghao’s trust, Wang Mumu often came over in the evenings. In Li Fanghao’s eyes, as an exemplary student approaching the college entrance examination, Wang Mumu was only seeking a quieter study environment with Qing Yu.

Indeed, besides studying together, they went nowhere else. Wang Mumu’s dedicated studying set a good example for the occasionally distracted Qing Yu. Qing Yu admired Wang Mumu greatly – she was praised by everyone at school, and even in the eyes of the extremely critical Li Fanghao, she was perfect.

In mid-April, the school organized a spring outing for first and second-year students. Qing Yu asked for leave from Teacher Sun Yinglong without consulting Li Fanghao first and told Wang Mumu about it.

“Why aren’t you going?” Wang Mumu asked without looking up from her test papers. “It would be such a waste to miss this beautiful spring weather, and besides, you’ll regret it when you’re older and look at the group photos without you in them.”

This was what made her different from others – sincere, thoughtful, and forward-thinking. She never used simple reasons like “having fun with classmates” to persuade Qing Yu.

“Also,” she looked up, blinking cheerfully, “spring outings usually end at school around two or three, with no classes afterward. Doesn’t your mom pick you up at five?”

This made Qing Yu seriously consider it. On Thursday, after hesitating all day, she finally made up her mind and ran to tell Teacher Sun that she had changed her mind.

“That’s more like it,” Teacher Sun smiled reassuringly. “Here, borrow my point-and-shoot camera. Don’t just hide away reading tomorrow – take pictures of your classmates and the scenery!”

On the day of the spring outing, the small camera hung from Qing Yu’s neck like a slightly heavy lock. To not disappoint Teacher Sun’s kindness, she had to pull her thoughts back from their usual tendency to withdraw from the crowd, opening her eyes wide to observe the people and scenes around her, and raising the camera at appropriate moments. At first, she worried about accidentally meeting Ming Sheng’s eyes while looking around, but she soon realized her concerns were unnecessary – Ming Sheng had disappeared since they started climbing the mountain, reportedly joining the first-year Class 6 group with some basketball team members.

That was Su Tian’s class. Qing Yu overheard Deng Meixi and Guan Lan talking behind her about how Su Tian’s family was going to pay for renovating the school gymnasium, their words full of disdain.

“She thinks she can buy everything with money,” Deng Meixi kicked stones while walking. “She might as well broadcast her good relationship with Ming Sheng through a megaphone every day.”

“Well, they are pretty close now,” Guan Lan was always straightforward.

“She’s close with all the boys on the basketball team,” Deng Meixi mocked. “And with any girl willing to submit to her.”

“But think about it, isn’t it Su Tian who comes to our class more often?” Guan Lan said. “Ming Sheng hardly bothers going downstairs to find her.”

“Whatever,” Deng Meixi sighed, though she suddenly sounded much happier. “Appearance-wise, she is quite pretty, much prettier than Sister Mumu.”

“That’s because she knows how to dress up and has money,” Guan Lan said. “Besides, Sister Mumu doesn’t need to please Ming Sheng, their relationship is already solid enough.”

“I heard they haven’t talked for a long time,” Deng Meixi said. “Ming Sheng’s family has rented out their old house in Chaoyang Village, he doesn’t plan to go back there anymore.”

“No, they have phones now, sis and Sister Mumu is about to take the college entrance exam – how would she have time to maintain relationships with Ming Sheng? Of course, he won’t go back now that the house is rented out. You think they’re like girlfriends who need to stick together all the time?”

Deng Meixi pushed Guan Lan, laughing, “Are you saying I’m always clinging to you?”

“Aren’t you?” Guan Lan laughed loudly. “You can’t live without me!”

They burst into laughter, then started imitating Su Tian’s overly sweet, drawn-out voice when calling Ming Sheng.

“Do you think Ming Sheng falls for this?” Deng Meixi asked.

“A man’s love either comes from a desire to protect or to conquer,” Guan Lan spoke knowingly. “Su Tian desperately wants to be the queen bee among girls and throws herself at him – that must mean nothing to Ming Sheng.”

“Girls who appear fragile but are stronger than him have a better chance,” Guan Lan continued after a pause. “Like you – petite, cute, and delicate, but with such good grades that he can never surpass.”

Deng Meixi hit her in embarrassment, and their playful banter finally moved away from the topic of Ming Sheng. Qing Yu remembered last year’s events – Su Tian’s deliberate difficulties and Deng Meixi’s public accusations, all related to Ming Sheng. Now Deng Meixi freely discussed Ming Sheng behind her back while ignoring her existence, showing that in their eyes, she and Ming Sheng were completely disconnected.

At lunchtime, they stopped at a relatively open area on the mountaintop. Qing Yu found a corner and sat down alone. While reviewing photos on the camera, someone tapped her shoulder – it was Jiang Nian.

They hadn’t spoken privately since the new semester began, and Qing Yu had assumed their fragile friendship had ended. Jiang Nian’s sudden appearance made her slightly uncomfortable.

“You haven’t changed your name?” Jiang Nian bent down with a smile.

Qing Yu shook her head.

“Why aren’t you sitting with us?” Jiang Nian pointed to a spot nearby. Following her gesture, Qing Yu saw a group of students chatting and laughing around Teacher Sun.

“Teacher Sun specifically asked me to call you,” Jiang Nian said, starting to pull Qing Yu’s arm. “Come on, nobody judges you. Everyone has family issues – why do you always isolate yourself?”

The logic was sound, but the words didn’t sit well with Qing Yu. She smiled apologetically and briefly declined Jiang Nian’s invitation.

Jiang Nian gave her a helpless look: “Well, I’ll head back then. If you need anything, just let me know.”

After she left, Qing Yu felt relieved, though her mood inevitably turned gloomy. Still caring about others’ opinions, after all, she thought. Being detached and independent – how easy was that?

After lunch came the group photo. The formation and poses were casual. Qing Yu waited until everyone had settled before hurrying to the edge, tilting her head to peek out between the numerous V-signs raised in front. Just as the photographer called out “1, 2, 3,” she felt a sudden gust of wind from behind – someone had appeared out of nowhere and nearly crashed into her while making an emergency stop.

As she struggled to maintain her balance, the camera clicked three times, and everyone shouted “cheese” in unison.

“Wow, you remembered to come back!” she heard Chen Shen shouting from behind her side.

Qing Yu immediately guessed who it was, but couldn’t stop herself from turning around. In that second when her eyes met Ming Sheng’s, a volcano erupted inside her.

“School ends early today, want to go karaoke?” Chen Shen put his arm around Ming Sheng’s shoulder. “I’ve asked you so many times, you’ve got to give me face sometime.”

“Sure,” Ming Sheng’s voice was unusually loud, so much so that Qing Yu could hear him even after walking away. “Let’s invite Deng Meixi too.”

“I saw an eagle,” Qing Yu said when Wang Mumu asked her that evening how the spring outing was. Wang Mumu paused slightly, probing: “Not happy?”

“I am happy,” Qing Yu smiled. “The eagle’s soaring was mesmerizing.”

Wang Mumu was puzzled: “What are you trying to say?”

“Eagles must be the freest creatures in the world,” Qing Yu said. “Today on the mountaintop, I realized I wasn’t that far from a soaring eagle.”

“What happened on the mountaintop?”

“An eagle appeared from nowhere, flying low, back and forth several times, frightening everyone into screaming and scattering,” Qing Yu smiled. “But I wasn’t nervous at all. Seeing its powerful wings made me feel incredibly inspired.”

Wang Mumu put down her pen: “That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“Eagles are predators,” she picked up her pen again, copying vocabulary words while speaking. “It probably felt you were intruding on its territory and wanted to attack.”

“No,” Qing Yu shook her head. “It was just purely showing off its strength.”

As she said this, Ming Sheng’s words “Invite Deng Meixi” echoed in her mind. How ridiculous that she would care, that she would spend the whole afternoon analyzing his true intentions. He enjoyed hovering among girls, basking in everyone’s attention, as frivolous as a wild predator – just let him be.

“Tell me,” Qing Yu wandered through her chaotic thoughts, “Eagles live alone, right?”

“Don’t know,” Wang Mumu responded absent-mindedly, turning a page in her notebook.

“Do they feel lonely?”

“Loneliness is a philosophical concept, a human trait,” Wang Mumu said. “Eagles aren’t human.”

“Eagles are lonely,” Qing Yu suddenly felt melancholic. “Freedom and strength don’t help. Every eagle is lonely.”

Wang Mumu stopped writing and ruffled Qing Yu’s hair: “Girl, if you keep being so philosophical and cryptic, I’ll think you’re referring to something else.”

“Referring to what?”

“Ming Sheng.”

Qing Yu froze, and Wang Mumu burst out laughing.

“Just tell me honestly what happened between you two today.”

“Nothing.”

“Fine,” Wang Mumu shrugged. “You might fool me, but you can’t fool yourself.”

It was just a one-second eye contact, nothing worth mentioning, Qing Yu thought. She felt ashamed of dwelling on that glance and her unsettled heart.

“Although you rejected him early on, I understand that human emotions are complex,” Wang Mumu looked at the desk, her bright eyes losing focus. “If I were you, I wouldn’t be happy either seeing him develop interest in other girls so quickly.”

“I don’t understand him anymore,” she suddenly looked back at Qing Yu with an exasperated expression. “I feel like my previous understanding of him was completely wrong. He’s becoming more and more like a self-satisfied, vain, shallow playboy. Everyone in his family is impressive but keeps a low profile, but he? He’s completely forgotten his grandfather’s teachings! Smoking, drinking, and flirting with several girls! How is he any different from those good-for-nothings outside school?”

Wang Mumu’s description of Ming Sheng was too harsh, but Qing Yu found it satisfying to hear.

“You haven’t lost anything, don’t feel regretful,” Wang Mumu held Qing Yu’s hand, speaking seriously. “A girl’s true feelings should be saved for the one who can accompany her to the end, the one who truly deserves it.”

Qing Yu pressed her lips together noncommittally.

“I originally thought we three could become good friends, but now it seems we need to distance ourselves from him,” Wang Mumu continued. “Otherwise, he might introduce us to those good-for-nothings.”

That was overthinking it, Qing Yu thought. Ming Sheng wouldn’t wait for them to act – he had already silently distanced himself from Chaoyang Village and them, the pitiful ones who belonged there.

Because he was an eagle. His freedom, grace, and boldness would make everyone forgive his playboy lifestyle.



Chapter 41: The Maze
Wang Mumu knocked on the door early Saturday morning. Qing Yu jumped up from the sofa and ran joyfully to open it. Thanks to Wang Mumu, Li Fanghao no longer locked her in the house. Since the desk in the room was too small and the living room wasn’t quite enough, they decided to study at the dining table.

Around ten o’clock, Jing Yu walked out of his room and left after washing up, without disturbing them. After he disappeared, Wang Mumu looked up: “Your brother must be the most favored one in your family, right?”

“If letting someone do whatever they want counts as a favor,” Qing Yu also put down her pen, “then yes.”

“I noticed all his clothes and pants are Nike.”

“He only has two or three sets,” Qing Yu said dismissively. “Our family can’t afford to buy him brand names. But he cares a lot about face, so he insists on buying them.”

“Do you feel it’s unfair?”

Qing Yu thought carefully, slowly shaking her head: “The clothes don’t matter, I don’t care. I think pursuing clothes is too mundane. What I envy is his freedom.”

“But what use is freedom?” Wang Mumu smiled helplessly. “Can freedom feed you? Can it give you a big house and nice clothes?”

“Are big houses and nice clothes that important?”

“Aren’t they?” Wang Mumu countered. “Why are you studying so hard now? Isn’t it to get into a good university, find a good job, and have a high income? You’ve been repressed for too long, so you especially need freedom. It’s fine if you want to be above material pursuits yourself, but you think people who pursue material things are mundane. We’re all ordinary people, no one can escape that – don’t we all eventually return to the necessities of life? The economic foundation determines the superstructure. To talk about true freedom, you must first have no worries about food and clothing.”

The atmosphere turned somewhat tense, and Qing Yu instinctively retreated, saying nothing.

“I’m not just talking theory,” Wang Mumu continued in a slightly softer tone after a few seconds. “My family went from wealthy to poor overnight. I know too well the pain of having no money.”

That feeling of falling from heights must be terrible, Qing Yu thought. How happy Wang Mumu’s family once was made their current misery all the more painful for her.

“This psychological gap is the most tormenting,” Wang Mumu’s tone softened further, almost returning to her usual gentleness. “I understand one truth: people shouldn’t experience good things from the start. Either never have them, or have them in the latter half of life. Getting something and then having it taken away is the cruelest.”

Qing Yu nodded.

“It’s the same with feelings,” Wang Mumu suddenly turned her gaze to look across the street. “It’s too early at this stage – all the beauty of love is just an illusion.”

Following her gaze, Qing Yu saw that the window directly opposite had finally opened, with an unfamiliar middle-aged woman leaning halfway out to clean the glass.

“Grandfather’s house has been rented out,” Wang Mumu said softly as if talking to herself. “I thought Ming Sheng would never bear to rent it out… The piano, books, and paintings must all have been moved away.”

Qing Yu had already returned her attention to the English test paper before her. “It was not until…” she murmured the boring multiple-choice question.

“Qing Qing,” Wang Mumu’s voice was gentle, “do you blame me for persuading you to reject Ming Sheng back then?”

“No.”

“What if he was very serious about you?”

“No,” Qing Yu forced a casual smile, “How could he be serious? Didn’t you just say yesterday he was vain, shallow, a playboy…”

“But,” Wang Mumu interrupted, “what if what I said was wrong?”

“You weren’t wrong,” Qing Yu looked down with a small smile. “Everything you said was right. Yesterday, he went karaoke singing and specially invited Deng Meixi.”

“Oh.”

They fell silent until the clock struck twelve when Li Fanghao brought back two portions of noodles. Wang Mumu insisted on going home to eat, but Li Fanghao convinced her to stay. With Li Fanghao sitting nearby, they barely spoke while eating. After Li Fanghao left, Wang Mumu took out her phone, her expression serious and conflicted as she waved at Qing Yu: “Let me show you a photo.”

Qing Yu moved closer, curious yet apprehensive. At first, she couldn’t find the focal point, only seeing the psychedelic lights of some KTV. Then, under Wang Mumu’s guidance, she suddenly noticed Ming Sheng sitting behind a mess of beer bottles, holding a microphone. Once she spotted him, she couldn’t take her eyes off his face.

“I saw it on the forum last night,” Wang Mumu said. “There are many more, including quite a few clear close-ups.”

Qing Yu responded with an undisturbed “mm” and returned to her seat across the table.

“Do you want to hear him sing?”

Qing Yu carefully pondered Wang Mumu’s question, not answering immediately. Then Wang Mumu asked again: “They say he only sang one song. Do you want to know what song it was?”

“No.”

“Someone uploaded it to Youku, I downloaded it. Can’t play it on my phone, but your computer definitely can.”

“I don’t want to, my mom doesn’t let me use the computer.”

“It’s not you using it, I’m borrowing it. Even if your mom finds out, she won’t say anything.”

Qing Yu bit her lip, slowly shaking her head, though her inner defenses were crumbling completely. Just insist a little more and I’ll agree, she thought desperately.

But Wang Mumu just looked at her thoughtfully.

Qing Yu felt herself wilting rapidly. “Let’s do homework,” she said to Wang Mumu, her voice hoarse and weak.

“‘Just a Game, Just a Dream,'” Wang Mumu suddenly said. “You must have heard this song.”

Qing Yu across the table shook her head blankly.

“‘It was just a game, just a dream,'” Wang Mumu hummed softly. “‘Don’t leave this incomplete love here,’ you’ve heard it, right?”

The melody seemed to walk out of distant years. Qing Yu nodded.

“‘Why say goodbye, yet talk about being together, though you’re not here now, I’m still myself,'” Wang Mumu recited some lyrics. “‘Talk about eternal love, talk about being together…’ He’s heartbroken, he must be singing it for you to hear. Just listen once, okay?”

Her tone was full of melancholy and humility – it was a plea. Qing Yu felt a confused sense of being overwhelmed, stammering: “Mumu Sister, it’s not me… you might be mistaken, he went to KTV to sing, KTV has all kinds of songs… this is a classic song many people sing, it probably has nothing to do with me…”

“You’ll know if you listen,” Wang Mumu sighed. “Others might not know, but don’t I know?”

“I won’t listen.”

Wang Mumu seemed angry.

“That night, the night you went to grandfather’s house, did you say something to him? Something must have happened between you two. If you had rejected him completely from the start, he wouldn’t be this heartbroken, right?”

“I…”

“I’m not angry because I feel sorry for him and blame you, I’ve already said he’s not worth it. I’m a bit angry because you didn’t tell me the truth.”

But instinct told Qing Yu that Wang Mumu did feel sorry for Ming Sheng. A frightening thought quickly formed in her mind, with clear evidence, certain – that Wang Mumu liked Ming Sheng too. It was a deeply hidden, desperate kind of love, wanting to grasp everything related to him, helping him eliminate anything unfavorable to him, completely selfless, completely for him.

Like accidentally glimpsing the deepest secret in Wang Mumu’s heart, Qing Yu felt both panicked and guilty. New concerns surged up – how would Wang Mumu view their friendship? When she advised against accepting Ming Sheng, was it because she thought Qing Yu wasn’t good enough for him? But was she such a calculating person? Maybe her feelings for Ming Sheng were just like a sister’s love for a brother, a continuation of childhood intimacy that only seemed ambiguous now.

“Ming Sheng isn’t an indirect person,” Wang Mumu tried to maintain composure, though her gaze at Qing Yu still held uncontainable questioning. “You must have said or done something that made him misunderstand.”

“I don’t know,” Qing Yu said. “I didn’t promise him anything.”

Making Wang Mumu this unhappy was the last thing Qing Yu wanted to do. For a moment, she thought about simply telling Wang Mumu about giving Ming Sheng a hairpin, but after several attempts, she couldn’t get the words out. She knew she felt guilty. A girl giving her parents’ love token to a boy who loves her – this was a signal no one could misinterpret.

It was only now that Qing Yu realized she had once kindled Ming Sheng’s hopes, only to cruelly extinguish them herself.

“Then you must have said something that hurt him,” Wang Mumu seemed convinced by Qing Yu’s firmness and changed her approach. “Do you know how cruel you can be when you’re cold? At least I couldn’t expose my family’s shameful matters like that – you made yourself feel better but hurt your family.”

The words stung, making Qing Yu feel terrible.

“Maybe I am too cold,” she spoke, partly agreeing with Wang Mumu, truly criticizing herself. “That’s why I’ve never had friends from childhood until now.”

“We’re in the same boat,” Wang Mumu smiled warmly and kindly, returning to her usual friendliness. “I’m the opposite of you – I’m equally nice to everyone, so it’s also hard to make friends.”

That night after Wang Mumu left, Qing Yu couldn’t sleep. When she closed her eyes, she saw Ming Sheng holding the microphone, his face tense and controlled, his eyes unfocused. When she turned over, she saw Wang Mumu, her suspicious concern for Ming Sheng, and her uncontrollable dissatisfaction with Qing Yu.

Does she like him? Qing Yu asked herself repeatedly. She did not doubt Ming Sheng’s trust in Wang Mumu, perhaps the most trust in the world – otherwise, he wouldn’t have let Wang Mumu into his house late at night and told her without hesitation about liking Qing Yu.

If Wang Mumu revealed her feelings to Ming Sheng, how would he react? With the college entrance exam approaching, rejecting Wang Mumu would be sending her to hell, so he wouldn’t do something so cruel, right? No, Sister Mumu would never confess – she knew better than anyone what she should and shouldn’t do.

For a long time, Qing Yu’s thoughts kept colliding with these questions, like being trapped in a maze, exhausted but unable to find a way out. As her consciousness began to blur, she reached one conclusion: she absolutely couldn’t lose Wang Mumu as a friend.

A friend approved by Li Fanghao was a gift from heaven, while the name “Ming Sheng” was a curse. Her harsh words were saving her, while his sincere feelings were destroying her.

The truth was so plain – she absolutely must not get them mixed up.



Chapter 42: Gunsmoke
In the midterm exams, Qing Yu made it into the top hundred of her grade for the first time, which both surprised and excited her. What made her uncomfortable was that Ming Sheng had fallen behind her again, barely hanging onto the hundredth place, with his class ranking right after hers.

In the three tests since the semester began, Ming Sheng’s grades had been like a roller coaster. This wasn’t the problem – the problem was that Qing Yu seemed more concerned about it than he was. Remembering Ming Sheng’s pale, desperate face when he said he could never meet his parent’s expectations, she imagined Wen Qiuxin’s cold stare upon seeing Ming Sheng’s grades, feeling the torment he might be enduring. But at the same time, she felt she was overthinking it and began criticizing her excessive empathy.

“I just don’t like seeing my name ranked next to his,” she thought. “It only invites gossip.”

In reality, Ye Zilin hadn’t said anything this time, and others seemed not to notice.

Qing Yu reminded herself that no matter how strict other parents were, they couldn’t compare to Li Fanghao. Ming Sheng had been spoiled since childhood and was probably willful and self-centered with his parents too. He lived so freely. Among all the children in the world oppressed by their parents, he was the one who least needed sympathy.

Events proved she had indeed worried too much. On the last day of April, during the parent-teacher conference, Ming Sheng’s mother appeared at school after lunch. Accompanied by the principal, vice principal, and academic director, she walked from the administration building through the teaching building to the library, finally stopping at a temporary long table set up in the library lobby. Unable to refuse the repeated invitations from the principal and vice principal, she picked up a brush and left a line of poetry.

Coming out of the reading room, Qing Yu heard the commotion and peered over the second-floor railing, just in time to witness Ming Yu’s graceful, confident brushwork. “Wind turns white waves into thousand petals, geese dot the blue sky like a line of characters.” That kind of free-spirited elegance mesmerized her. After she finished, scattered applause rose from below, and Qing Yu suddenly realized she would be late for class if she didn’t hurry back.

It was the conversation she caught while passing these adults that convinced her that her worry about Ming Sheng was nothing but unnecessary self-indulgence.

“Sheng didn’t do well this time, but it won’t affect his application to American schools. Scores are just one factor,” Ming Yu told the principal. “His father and I told him to relax, and participate in more activities, not just focus on tests.”

“Yes, yes, after all, his SAT scores are already very high,” the principal smiled. “Don’t worry, he’s very active and has a great attitude. As for grades, with his ability, they’ll improve quickly.”

Qing Yu felt utterly ridiculous. The principal was right – compared to the return-to-school exam, this poor performance seemed to have no impact on Ming Sheng. Look at what he did after the midterm results came out – confidently accepting interviews from the school newspaper and television station, letting others push Su Tian towards him, and even signing up for the school arts festival, reportedly for a piano solo. When Chen Shen curiously asked why someone who had performed abroad with the Municipal Youth Orchestra would condescend to participate in a school arts festival, he replied that he wanted to leave memories before going abroad.

Heh, going abroad – yes, in the end, emotions were just seasoning to him. Wang Mumu was both wrong and right – his passionate singing at the KTV didn’t mean anything, and his heartfelt confession was at most just an immature impulse of a playboy’s youth.

On the day of the parent-teacher conference, during the last self-study period before school ended, Qing Yu was inexplicably compelled to organize her already neat desk drawer. She spent a few minutes quickly flipping through her books one by one, and when she reached the last set of completed practice tests, a thin envelope fluttered to the ground like a snowflake.

Picking it up, the Shun Yun No.1 High School logo on the envelope made Qing Yu’s heart pound, filled with a post-traumatic fear – another letter from He Kai, written who knows when if Li Fanghao discovered it, the consequences would be unthinkable.

Besides Ming Sheng, who else would repeatedly meddle with He Kai’s letters? After being rejected, he took pleasure in tormenting her as revenge. Childish and despicable.

The bell had just rung, and since Qing Yu didn’t have classroom duty on Fridays, she had to reach the school gate within ten minutes, where Li Fanghao was waiting to take her home. After freezing for several seconds holding the envelope, her hand began moving again. She quickly packed her bag, clutching the letter directly in her hand as she hurried downstairs.

She decided not to cross the assembly square that faced the school gate directly from the teaching building, but instead to go behind the teaching building, passing the tennis courts and volleyball courts, around the administration building, and out the side gate. The route was longer but would avoid Li Fanghao’s possible watching gaze.

She couldn’t be late, so Qing Yu walked very quickly.

As soon as she left the teaching building, she began opening the envelope while walking. The letter wasn’t long, just one thin page with large blank spaces at the top and bottom, the deep blue writing in the middle appearing sincere in its extreme neatness. “How are you, Qing Yu,” Qing Yu read silently while walking rapidly, “You’re not well, are you?”

“I must have scared you, which is why you didn’t reply to my letter at the end of last semester. Forget that letter, pretend I never said anything. After you finish your college entrance exam too, I’ll formally, properly say it all again, and then you can give me your answer, okay?”

She had reached the tennis courts. Qing Yu slowed her steps slightly, steadying her breathing.

“I saw about your family in the newspaper,” she picked up speed again, starting to read the second paragraph. “Although many people think you shouldn’t have done that, I think you’re an absolute warrior, completely overturning my previous impression of you. Only someone with such a heart could write such spirited characters. I admire this side of you very, very much.”

Past the tennis courts and into the administration building’s back garden, Qing Yu began reading the final paragraph.

“Senior year is already torturous, without you here it’s even more like a prison. Fortunately, I remember your smiling face. I hope the students at No.2 High understand you and treat you gently. I hope you can smile more, you’re especially moving when you smile.”

The last two characters were “He Kai.” Qing Yu stopped walking, finding herself standing in the corridor leading from the back garden to the bicycle shed, above her head was a dreamlike expanse of light purple – the lush wisteria was in full, gorgeous bloom.

She put away the letter, collected herself, and continued walking quickly across the fallen wisteria petals on the ground.

“Hey!”

Ming Sheng’s voice made her brake again.

She didn’t know where he had emerged from, alone, hands in his pockets, leisurely circling to her side. Qing Yu didn’t look at him and took two small steps forward, but he took one big step back, blocking her path.

“Aren’t you bored?” Qing Yu glared at him angrily, waving the letter in her hand. “Why did you intercept my letter again?”

Ming Sheng shrugged lazily: “I didn’t.”

“Specifically hiding it where I couldn’t see,” Qing Yu took a deep breath in anger. “If I hadn’t checked my desk, my mom would have found it tonight at the parent-teacher conference! Are you trying to ruin me?”

“I put it on your desk as soon as I got it, you’re just slow.”

Sophistry. Qing Yu turned her head away, about to walk again, but Ming Sheng blocked her once more.

“March 6, 2009, I found this letter while reading the newspaper and put it on your desk that day, stuck it in the practice test book right in the middle of your desk, on the page after where you had opened it,” Ming Sheng recited as if from memory. “I thought you’d find it, but who knew when you came back from the library the bell had already rung, and you just closed the book and stuffed it in the drawer right away, I was anxious for you.”

The class subscription newspapers that Guan Lan collected daily were indeed often read by Ming Sheng first, so what he said was probably true.

“You remember it clearly.”

“Of course, you love the library,” Ming Sheng smiled shamelessly. “I even remember it was twelve degrees that day, with a gentle breeze, and you were wearing a moon-white turtleneck sweater under your uniform.”

How could he use such flowery words?

“It’s the one you wore when you came to my house…”

“I know.” Qing Yu glared at him.

Ming Sheng just smiled at her, his expression gradually becoming serious.

“Last Saturday, I went to Shun Yun No.1 High,” he began, his tone casual. “Your alma mater is strict, even having school-wide self-study on Saturdays.”

Qing Yu immediately became alert: “Why did you go to Shun Yun No.1 High?”

“To find He Kai.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry, I went alone,” Ming Sheng had a bitter smile at the corner of his eyes. “Didn’t do anything, just apologized to him in person.”

Qing Yu responded with a slow “oh,” and then lowered her eyes.

“Back to the day this letter arrived,” Ming Sheng shrugged, his tone drifting again. “Did you know you smiled at the podium that day?”

Seeing Qing Yu’s confused expression, he continued, adding weight to his voice so it no longer sounded frivolous: “Teacher Sun had you write a sentence from your essay on the blackboard, and praised your writing and handwriting in front of everyone.”

With his reminder, Qing Yu remembered – yes, that had happened. But since Teacher Sun hadn’t chosen her for the city writing competition later, she hadn’t dwelled on the praise.

“After the wild wind dispersed, the rain grew vertically, the city as solemn as dreams.”

Ming Sheng recited the sentence she had written on the blackboard, synchronized with Qing Yu’s silent recitation. He stopped speaking, seemingly waiting for her reaction, his gaze deep and burning.

“Teacher Sun praised several people that day,” Qing Yu’s eyelashes fluttered uncontrollably twice before she quickly regained composure. “Gao Chi, Deng Meixi, Jiang Nian, Wang Haoran, and…”

“Well, I only remember yours.”

Unbearable. Qing Yu moved, almost knocking Ming Sheng over as she fled from this emotionally charged wisteria tunnel.

If there was any positive outcome from being intercepted by Ming Sheng, it was that when Qing Yu saw Li Fanghao that day, her troubled mind unhesitatingly threw away the letter in her hand. Later, when she tried to recall the letter’s contents, her thoughts were incomplete, constantly interrupted by Ming Sheng’s words, unable to concentrate. Ming Sheng, who had originally jumped directly from the tree to stand between her and He Kai, was undoubtedly a forceful intruder – even in her mind, he was as domineering as in reality. He had long since made his intentions clear through his actions and words – he wanted to stand in front, making her see him, not He Kai.

Qing Yu decided to write back to He Kai, telling him she hadn’t received his previous letter, to prevent his anxiety and misunderstanding. She couldn’t write at home, and the classroom was too chaotic, so after May Day, she spread out paper in the library reading room. While considering how to begin, she suddenly felt grateful she hadn’t seen that earlier letter, as it meant she had no burden, no regrets, and her relationship with He Kai remained as pure and straightforward as before.

But this didn’t mean Ming Sheng was right to throw away the letter, she reminded herself, there was no need to feel inexplicable gratitude toward him.

In her reply to He Kai, she lightly described her life in Huan Zhou. “Thank you for affirming my actions,” she wrote, “although now I’m not as certain as before that what I did was right. Every coin has two sides, and I caused irreparable harm to my family – that’s a fact.”

At the end of the letter, she tactfully asked He Kai not to write again.

“You must have seen my family’s pain… After my sister’s tragic experience, my mom went to another extreme, watching me constantly, and checking everything I had. Anything involving boys appearing around me would break her psychological defenses. Though my current life isn’t free, it’s stable and peaceful, and I’m content. With the college entrance exam approaching, everything else must give way – don’t let writing back to me interfere with your studies. Wishing you success in advance on your exam!”

After finishing, she read it through once, satisfied with her politeness and courtesy, but her thoughts inevitably turned to Ming Sheng. In front of Wang Mumu, she had denied saying anything to hurt Ming Sheng, but deep down, she knew how hurtful her words in the tree had been. She wondered if his increased activity this semester had anything to do with her harsh words.

Look, the arrogant, domineering, stubborn person you looked down on, how popular I am.

But why fall into such speculation? Qing Yu questioned herself while walking back to the teaching building. Why must she think everything Ming Sheng did was related to her?

Today she finished writing and returned to the classroom early, fifteen minutes before class. At the stairway corner, she heard an argument from the corridor above, seemingly between Su Tian and Deng Meixi, Guan Lan, and others.

“The poetry recitation and piano solo have been combined into one program, Teacher Miao already agreed, who are you to say no?” Deng Meixi’s voice had the same tone as when she had questioned Qing Yu about why she had prevented Ming Sheng from playing basketball.

“Right, Deng Meixi won first prize in the city recitation competition and was on TV. Who else but her could form a program with Ming Sheng’s piano solo?” Guan Lan supported this.

“I said it’s over time, your poetry recitation was added later, why should yours stay and our aerobics be removed?” Su Tian protested loudly. “Don’t you understand first come, first served, senior?”

“Listen to the teacher’s arrangements. If you think it’s unfair, go talk to the teacher yourself!” Deng Meixi’s voice grew louder.

“You make it sound like the teacher forced you to perform with Ming Sheng, when you actively reported the program to the teacher, all that Youth Day morality talk just to please her, that’s why she replaced us!”

War was about to break out. Qing Yu hugged the wall as she passed them, wishing she could become invisible in this gunsmoke, quickly hiding in the classroom.

She wondered if they would still argue so inelegantly if Ming Sheng were present. Events proved her guess right – not long after, Ming Sheng returned and dismissed Su Tian with just a few words.

Deng Meixi had won, she thought, feeling both the excitement of watching the drama unfold and the pain of disappointment – after English recitation and karaoke, this was the third time Ming Sheng had actively chosen Deng Meixi.

Before afternoon PE class, Qing Yu first ran to the small shop beside the administration building to buy stamps, then hurried to the school gate hoping to drop the letter for He Kai in the mailbox across the street. The security guard asked for her pass, which she couldn’t produce. Despite her pleading, the guard wouldn’t let her out. The bell rang, so she had to put the letter in her uniform pants pocket and run to the field for PE class. After class, she tried begging the guard again but was still refused.

She felt somewhat dejected, turning to see Ming Sheng, Chen Shen, and others swaggering across the assembly square, each drenched in sweat and holding a can of cola. As they passed by her, Ming Sheng glanced at her casually while drinking his cola, with a victorious attitude, as if laughing at her predicament.

Qing Yu turned again and, before the guard could react, ran straight out the school gate. Amid the guard’s loud shouts, she sprinted across the road and solemnly pushed her letter into the mailbox.

When she returned, she found Ming Sheng and his friends stopped at the side of the school gate, as if specifically waiting for her. As she passed them, her gaze swept across Ming Sheng’s stern face, catching his obvious frustration, and in her heart, surprisingly, joy of victory ignited.



Chapter 43: Anonymous
The school arts festival was the most important campus event of the first semester. It lasted three days, with regular classes during the day and various small activities scheduled for the first two evenings, culminating in a grand cultural performance on the final night.

The sports field had been requisitioned, with a three-meter-high stage erected near the basketball court. The stage was fully equipped like a grand theater, complete with LCD screens, lighting, and sound systems. The remaining field space served as the audience area, with the front rows reserved for guests and alumni, followed by the third-year students, then first-years, while the second-year students, who bore the main responsibility for the performances, were seated at the back.

This momentous event was like a giant engine, pulling in even those least involved in collective activities, such as Qiao Qingyu. She was assigned a task: writing guest cards. She heard that in previous years these had been printed, so Qiao Qingyu reasonably suspected this was a “perk” that Sun Yinglong had specially arranged for her. Not wanting to disappoint his kindness, she spent two evenings carefully writing the names of over a hundred guests on cardstock with her wolf hair brush.

Among these was “Ming Yu” — to make these two characters look more beautiful, she practiced repeatedly on scratch paper, regretting that she hadn’t practiced soft-brush calligraphy more often. But when she placed this nameplate in the center of the front row of the guest seats, she resigned herself — what was the point of pursuing perfection? After all, the person sitting in that position would never know her.

The atmosphere on campus during arts festival week was vastly different from usual, with excitement, busyness, and order everywhere. Ming Sheng’s participation alone was thrilling, and Su Tian’s loss to Deng Meixi served as spicy gossip that many enjoyed discussing. However, most people’s information was outdated. Qiao Qingyu, being in Ming Sheng’s class, had learned the day after the Su-Mei war that Ming Sheng had also asked the teacher to remove Deng Meixi from the program.

The outcome was as all Class 5 students expected: the teacher agreed and let Ming Sheng change the program content.

This didn’t affect Deng Meixi’s sense of victory at all; after all, in everyone’s eyes, she had still beaten Su Tian. When asked, she explained that since everyone had seen her program many times, and Ming Sheng rarely performed solo, it was more worthwhile for him to showcase his talents on stage. When people asked Ming Sheng what piece he had changed to, he was uncharacteristically secretive.

“You’ll find out that day,” he answered indifferently, appearing unwilling to discuss the matter at all.

That week he took three consecutive days off, saying he was rehearsing off-campus. During rehearsals, when it was his turn, he would just casually play something on the piano. Some people felt displeased by his apparent perfunctoriness, but since the teachers didn’t say anything, neither did they.

It wasn’t until the afternoon of the performance, when two mini-buses drove into campus unloading drum sets, bass, keyboards, and several unfamiliar young people carrying cellos, violins, and guitars, that everyone realized he had planned a grand production, bringing in both the Huanwai School Band and the City Youth Symphony’s small ensemble.

But where was the piano? The piano had been removed. Only when the show officially began and the LCD screen displayed Ming Sheng’s program as a “solo vocal” did the audience burst into excited screams.

His performance was the first after the opening, and he still sang “A Game, A Dream.” Qiao Qingyu sat numbly, letting his controlled, free, rich, and tender voice pierce through the entire field and herself, with no escape—

The arts festival cultural evening was meant to be the final relaxation for the third-year students before the college entrance examination. Afterward, everything returned to its place, the field yielded back to the desolate wind, and the air became permeated with tension.

Because of returning home late during the arts festival, Wang Mumu hadn’t come to Qiao Qingyu’s house, nor did she come the following weekend. After nearly a week without seeing Wang Mumu, nearly a week without properly talking to anyone, a distant familiar sense of loneliness returned, leaving Qiao Qingyu feeling suffocated, as if falling into a vacuum.

The two barely saw each other at school. The third-year students occupied a separate building, facing the first and second-year teaching buildings across the library. Like most third-year students, Wang Mumu rarely came downstairs except for meals, while Qiao Qingyu never stepped past the library.

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t shake the feeling — their friendship was like a private flower, born in that cramped cage of Chaoyang New Village, taking root and blooming in the dim interior, but would quickly wither under the harsh sunlight of school. She had thought about finding Wang Mumu, but remembering her drifting “friendship” with Jiang Nian, she gave up. Sister Mumu doesn’t lack friends at school, she thought.

Wang Mumu didn’t come the second week either. When Li Fanghao asked about it, Qiao Qingyu said she was too busy with studies to make the trip back and forth.

“The final sprint phase is intense,” Li Fanghao nodded in agreement, “Their house has been quiet these days, probably her parents aren’t causing trouble so she can study well.”

Left alone in the cage again, Qiao Qingyu felt lonely. Although Wang Mumu hadn’t come, and Li Fanghao no longer locked her in the back room, the increased freedom only intensified the emptiness in her heart. Perhaps this was the gap Wang Mumu had spoken of earlier — heaven giving you beauty only to take it away was the cruelest thing.

You have to learn to accept it, Qiao Qingyu told herself. She had a hundred reasons to excuse Wang Mumu, but dared not touch one thing: that Ming Sheng had sung “A Game, A Dream” again — even someone as slow as she had completely received the heartbreak and deep emotion in Ming Sheng’s singing—

On Friday, in light rain, Wang Mumu came. She arrived very late, nearly ten o’clock, when Li Fanghao, Qiao Lusheng, and Qiao Jinyu were all home.

“Can I sleep here tonight?” she asked Qiao Qingyu quietly as soon as she entered.

Li Fanghao looked suspicious but agreed, and Qiao Qingyu breathed a sigh of relief. The two crawled into bed, with Qiao Qingyu against the wall. The bed was small, and Wang Mumu pressed close to her. They were the first to go to bed, but as if by agreement, they didn’t start talking until they heard all the outside lights go out and Qiao Jinyu’s faint snoring through the wall.

“I haven’t been able to sleep for a long time,” Wang Mumu said, lying on her side facing away from her.

“Do your parents’ arguments affect your sleep?”

“It’s not their problem, they’re trying their best,” Wang Mumu’s voice was hoarse and weak, “These past few days I’ve only been able to sleep by secretly taking my mom’s sleeping pills. Today I don’t want to take them anymore. I’m afraid sleeping pills will harm my brain and affect the college entrance exam.”

“Mm.”

Wang Mumu shifted, lying flat on her back.

“I’ve wanted to die, more than once,” she stared at the ceiling, her tone very calm, “Tonight I was planning to try.”

Qiao Qingyu drew in a quiet breath.

“Why do people have so many desires,” Wang Mumu continued, “Where do human desires come from? Is living meant to experience beauty? Heaven first gave me everything, then took it away piece by piece, is it telling me that my fate should stop here, that only suffering remains? Then what’s the point of living?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, “Sister Mumu, just get through the college entrance exam.”

“What’s lost is lost, it won’t come back even after the exam,” Wang Mumu said, “It will never come back. I’m already too tired.”

“Money can be earned, father’s illness can be treated, clothes and houses can be bought,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Life is long, there’s plenty of time to find beauty again.”

“That’s just a lifetime of toil,” Wang Mumu shook her head, “The body toils for a stable life, the heart toils for desired intimacy, there’s never an easy day.”

The words “desired intimacy” struck a nerve in Qiao Qingyu, and she responded, “That’s not true.”

“I don’t know what the meaning of living is,” Wang Mumu continued, “Now it’s the college entrance exam, and then what? I have no dreams. Dreams look forward, but I just want to go back to my childhood… it’s impossible, time can’t flow backward.”

Under the covers, Qiao Qingyu’s hand searched for and found Wang Mumu’s.

“I envy your resilient life force,” Wang Mumu turned her face toward Qiao Qingyu, “You can both endure everything and risk everything. You have light in your heart, so you’re not afraid of darkness.”

Qiao Qingyu also turned to look at Wang Mumu.

“My light was almost extinguished, but fortunately I had you,” after a while, she spoke, “Sister Mumu, you saved me.”

Wang Mumu gave a bitter smile: “That’s everyone’s evaluation of me, warm, kind, like a spring breeze, thoughtful…”

“You don’t like that?”

“I can’t say whether I like it or not,” Wang Mumu sighed, “I have no sense of self, I’m influenced by too many people, I can’t even figure out what I truly think.”

Qiao Jinyu’s snoring grew louder, and the two paused their conversation. After a while, Qiao Qingyu tentatively spoke: “Sister Mumu, do you want to go see Teacher Le Fan?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Didn’t we agree,” her voice carried a smile, “to go together after my college entrance exam?”

“But…”

“I feel much better after talking with you, don’t worry, let’s sleep.”

Qiao Qingyu wasn’t reassured at all. After several deep conversations, she had become familiar with Wang Mumu’s ultimately cloudless smile. That smile used to convince her, but now it only made her more worried. She wasn’t sure if it was because she and Wang Mumu weren’t close enough to share everything, or if perhaps Wang Mumu, despite seeming more optimistic and upbeat, was better at hiding herself. She thought of the scars on Wang Mumu’s arms. From self-harm to suicide was a terrifying leap. What had happened in between?

Qiao Qingyu often recalled her conversations with Wang Mumu, pondering her whispered questions in the dark. Where do human desires come from, is living meant to experience beauty? In the library, she became lost in these questions, blaming her stupidity for not being able to provide answers that could comfort Wang Mumu. Amid the chaos of her thoughts, she wrote a small article that seemed incoherent to her. The article was titled “To All That Is Not Beautiful,” and she anonymously submitted it to the school newspaper after printing it in the library.

Two days later, when the school paper was published, her article appeared prominently on the front page.

That day happened to be the graduation ceremony and college entrance exam mobilization for the third-year students. During the break, crowds of third-year students passed through the teaching building. Qiao Qingyu watched from the corridor, trying to spot Wang Mumu, but to no avail. When entering the classroom through the back door, she noticed Ming Sheng standing by the blackboard at the back wall, his gaze fixed on the newly posted school newspaper’s front page.

A flash of wild joy passed through her heart, followed by relief that she had remained anonymous. One moment she hoped Ming Sheng would realize she had written it, the next she hoped he wouldn’t, because the article wasn’t exactly uplifting content. She had merely tried to stand in Wang Mumu’s position, feel her powerlessness, and write down the confusion, the seemingly deep and laughable mumblings that couldn’t be spoken aloud. She feared Ming Sheng would misunderstand, thinking she was such a pessimistic, world-weary person.

Before leaving school, Qiao Qingyu glanced at the back wall blackboard again and discovered that below her article was a message from Le Fan, the psychology teacher.

That weekend, like the previous days, Wang Mumu didn’t come to Qiao Qingyu’s house. No matter how frequently Qiao Qingyu looked toward the apartment diagonal from hers, she saw no trace of her. She had hidden herself away. With less than two weeks until the college entrance exam, Qiao Qingyu’s heart was suspended in deep unease—

The last two days of May fell on a weekend, with fierce sunlight outside; summer had arrived impatiently. After her afternoon nap, Qiao Qingyu changed into short sleeves. She was alone at home as usual, but today was different—Li Fanghao was watching Qiao Jinyu’s competition at the sports school that afternoon and couldn’t come back to check on her. So, in the quiet, cramped cage, Qiao Qingyu opened the long dusty computer.

The idea of watching movies on the computer while Li Fanghao was away had lingered in her mind for a long time—the viewing area next to the reading room had several rows of borrowable discs. The disc she inserted into the machine had caught her eye immediately during casual browsing: a classic documentary called “Winged Migration.”

She was captivated as soon as the image appeared—a full, cold moon.

In the vast snow, inside a dilapidated wooden cabin, there was a joyful, lively little being. Deep blue-green wings, snow-white belly, a bright splash of orange under its neck, pure black eyes bright as stars. Soon, this little bird poked its head out, hopped through a crack into the snow, and flew away from the pitch-black cabin.

Qiao Qingyu didn’t know when her tears had started falling. For an hour and a half, tears repeatedly washed her face. Arctic terns, bar-headed geese, swans, red-crowned cranes… they spread their wings, gliding over wheat fields and oceans, flying past the Eiffel Tower and the Statue of Liberty. The camera followed the up-and-down motion of wings, and Qiao Qingyu, in front of the screen, felt herself transform into a bird. Finally, in the desolate yet enchanting male voice of the ending song, she held her soul that had been shaken to the heavens, unable to come back to herself for a long time.

Being so easily moved to such self-forgetful emotion, something must have gone wrong.

Qiao Qingyu felt the urge to write again, all words she wanted to say to Wang Mumu. Look, birds are so free, yet they don’t linger for beauty. Look, Arctic terns must leave their homeland shortly after birth, flying to the Antarctic, their entire lives spent wandering between Earth’s coldest poles. Look, the snowy mountains where the bar-headed geese rest are so crystalline and serene, but avalanches strike in the next second, yet the geese simply flap their wings and leave, without lingering, without looking back. Look, flying itself is the most beautiful thing, the existence of life itself is the most beautiful thing.

She didn’t turn off the computer, opening a document and typing out her thoughts in one go. Li Fanghao entered two minutes after she shut down the computer, bringing her dinner. After Li Fanghao left, the door sounded again, and unexpectedly, it was Wang Mumu, whom she hadn’t seen in days.

“I waited until I saw your mom leave before coming,” Wang Mumu winked at her familiarly, as if they had just seen each other yesterday, “So she wouldn’t see me and start talking about the college entrance exam, that would be troublesome.”

But Qiao Qingyu cried. Unlike her restrained tears while watching the documentary, this time she cried loudly, crying while tightly hugging Wang Mumu’s shoulders.

“What’s wrong, what’s wrong,” Wang Mumu gently patted her back, “You missed me, right…”

They went into the inner room and sat on the narrow bed. Qiao Qingyu had stopped crying, holding Wang Mumu’s hand, quietly listening to her complain about her mother.

“Every time my dad hits her, she says she doesn’t want to live anymore, I really can’t take it,” she said, “Every day she tells me how hard life is at home, how difficult it is to support my university education, how she’s the only one earning money. Then she says that by the time I can earn my own money, my dad will probably be dead, and she’ll be alone with no meaning in life, so she might as well die too… I used to think my mom really had it too hard, and whenever I felt annoyed with her, I would actively suppress those thoughts, feeling I was too heartless… but now with the college entrance exam so close and she’s still nagging about these things every day, I’m fed up.”

“Mm.”

“She sleeps with me every night, and I take her sleeping pills from her bottle every night, she hasn’t even noticed.”

Wang Mumu looked up with a bitter smile, and Qiao Qingyu tightened her grip on her hand.

“You know, I went to see a psychologist,” Wang Mumu lowered her head again, “Sorry I didn’t tell you beforehand.”

“It’s okay,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head frantically, “It’s fine.”

“Not Teacher Le Fan,” Wang Mumu raised her head, hesitation and unease in her eyes, “Another psychologist.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded firmly: “Mm.”

“A Sheng introduced me,” Wang Mumu continued, “The psychologist’s surname is Lin, has their studio, an old friend of A Sheng’s family.”

“Mm.”

“You’re not angry, are you?”

“No.”

Wang Mumu opened her mouth, hesitating. Afraid she might feel burdened, Qiao Qingyu gripped both her hands and said “No” again.

“A Sheng called me first,” Wang Mumu gazed at Qiao Qingyu, “He said their family has a friend who’s a psychologist, who especially enjoys listening to teenagers’ troubles. He gave me a number, saying even if you can’t go out, you can call, and staying anonymous is welcome too.”

Qiao Qingyu’s breathing tightened.

“He asked me to give you the phone number,” Wang Mumu continued, “I promised him I would get you to call, because…”

Qiao Qingyu looked up.

“I don’t want him to worry about you.”



Chapter 44: Vacuum
Qiao Qingyu nodded in agreement again: “Mm.”

“Are you angry?” Wang Mumu lowered her eyes, “It’s like I stole your…”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted, “I’m not angry.”

“Really?” Wang Mumu looked up.

Her cautious expression and forcefully held back-reddened eyes made Qiao Qingyu’s heartache. “Really,” Qiao Qingyu leaned forward, hugging her tightly again, “I’m not angry at all, what you did was very wise.”

Wang Mumu’s tears fell.

“He loves you,” she sobbed, stroking Qiao Qingyu’s head like a big sister, “truly and deeply.”

Qiao Qingyu moved closer, hugging Wang Mumu tighter: “Let’s both forget about him, okay?”

“I feel terrible,” Wang Mumu cried, tears flowing, “I feel like whatever I do is wrong… I urged you to reject him and hurt him so deeply, but if I help him, I’ll hurt you…”

“Everything you did before was right,” Qiao Qingyu carefully patted her back, “from now on, let’s not worry about him, okay?”

Wang Mumu choked out a difficult “okay.”

After calming down slightly, Qiao Qingyu led Wang Mumu to sit at the computer, pressed the power button, and reinserted “Winged Migration.” She did all this without hesitation, without a word, stubbornly believing that what had given her strength would surely give Wang Mumu strength too. But as soon as the image appeared, Wang Mumu pressed pause.

“I’ve seen it before,” she smiled apologetically at Qiao Qingyu, “and I don’t have time to watch it now.”

Qiao Qingyu said nothing, obediently removed the disc, then immediately opened a document stored in a folder, quietly asking Wang Mumu to read it.

“I wrote it for you,” she said brazenly to Wang Mumu.

“Like the one anonymously published in the school newspaper?” Wang Mumu asked, a smile spreading across her face.

“You knew I wrote that?”

“Of course, even A Sheng could tell,” the words barely out, Wang Mumu immediately stuck out her tongue, “You were writing about me, how could I not recognize it?”

“Today’s isn’t about you, but,” Qiao Qingyu hurriedly and uncomfortably added, “it’s written for you.”

They sat side by side, and while reading, Wang Mumu linked arms with Qiao Qingyu, resting her head on her shoulder.

“You should submit this for publication,” she said softly after finishing, “Don’t let your talent be buried in this sunless cage.”

“It’s enough that you’ve read it.”

“I’ve read it,” Wang Mumu suddenly smiled and tweaked Qiao Qingyu’s nose, “Thank you.”

—

As an exam venue, Second High needed to clear out before the college entrance exam. The last self-study period on Friday afternoon was left for everyone to clean their desks and classrooms. The school opened two large lecture halls, temporarily used for first and second-year students to store their books. Qiao Qingyu merged into the flowing crowd, making two trips between the lecture hall and the teaching building. After she sat down motionless following her second return, Sun Yinglong called out to her.

“Help the day duty students take down the wall postings.”

Guan Lan was already tearing things down, half a head shorter than Qiao Qingyu, standing on tiptoe to remove the course schedules from the top row of the bulletin board. Qiao Qingyu went over to help her.

“Thanks,” Guan Lan smiled politely at her, then pointed to the class motto at the very top, saying, “Why don’t you take that down too, I’m too lazy to get a chair… Be careful not to tear it, if you don’t break the four corners it should come off in one piece.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded. The class motto was a light blue strip of paper with “Unite and Strive, Forge Glory” in Ming Sheng’s handwriting. Perhaps because this paper didn’t need to be changed periodically like other notices, it was attached with double-sided tape instead of clear tape. Qiao Qingyu stood on tiptoe, testing each corner of the paper one by one, finally finding a breakthrough point. In a moment of relaxation, with a ripping sound, the paper tore.

“Oh no, I forgot, they added double-sided tape in the middle too,” Guan Lan struck her head in dismay, “You didn’t notice the tape in the middle?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head, remembering how Ming Sheng had troubled He Kai by tearing paper, suddenly feeling uneasy.

“Oh well, never mind,” Guan Lan said again, “Keep tearing, just try to keep it as whole as possible.”

But it was difficult. The small section of double-sided tape in the middle seemed determined to keep the character “Forge” stuck to the bulletin board, even with Guan Lan standing on a chair to help.

Ming Sheng flashed in through the back door, quickly glancing at them, then pulled out a chair less than two meters away and sat down with his back to them.

Guan Lan, holding the tattered class motto, muttered a barely audible “Oh lord,” but Qiao Qingyu still heard it.

“I’m sorry,” she said involuntarily.

“Hey, what are you saying sorry to me for,” Guan Lan laughed, “I don’t care.”

“I’ll go explain,” Qiao Qingyu helplessly pointed at Ming Sheng’s back, “I tore it, it’s not your fault.”

Guan Lan’s eyes widened: “Why explain?”

“Won’t he be very angry?”

Guan Lan’s eyes grew even wider, looking at Qiao Qingyu as if she were some strange creature, then burst out laughing, saying softly: “Deng Meixi wanted it. Why are you being so funny?”

“Oh.”

Then Guan Lan looked at her sympathetically, leaning in close to mouth kindly: “Actually, he’s not that scary, relax.”

I know he’s not scary, Qiao Qingyu answered in her heart. To others, it seemed Ming Sheng disdained her, and reason told her to disdain Ming Sheng. That was fine.

She returned to her seat, took out her homework, and worked while waiting for Li Fanghao to pick her up after class. Many people went straight home after moving their things, and in the latter half, the classroom gradually grew quiet. Near the end of class, Qiao Qingyu looked up from her physics problems, gazed at the empty walls of the classroom, and suddenly felt an inexplicable dejection.

She hated keeping herself constantly sealed off. Before coming to Second High, she had harbored hopes of integrating into the collective, but now, with the second year almost over, her world had become increasingly vacuum-like. Especially during this time, she could hardly feel any connection to the outside world. Wang Mumu was busy preparing for exams and hadn’t shown up, the school had suspended all activities for the college entrance exam, and Ming Sheng… Qiao Qingyu realized Ming Sheng had been quiet for a long time.

It was as if his solo performance at the arts festival had prematurely exhausted all his energy; afterward, he became silent and cold, spending almost all his time in the classroom except for basketball, rarely making a sound amid the laughter of the boys in the back row.

At first, he told others it was because his grades had slipped and he felt urgent about improving, but after he jumped back to second in the class and tenth in the grade in the monthly exam, he still showed no signs of relaxing. Chen Shen joked that he was acting like he had to take the college entrance exam too, while Sun Yinglong was very pleased with this, encouraging everyone to learn from Ming Sheng and enter third-year preparation mode early.

Even though he wouldn’t be taking the college entrance exam.

Thinking about how in just one year, Ming Sheng would fly across the ocean, Qiao Qingyu felt a hollowing pain, as if her heart was being physically torn away. The song he sang on stage echoed in her mind, “It was just a game, just a dream.” Strange, she clearly hadn’t wanted to remember that scene, but now recalling it, Ming Sheng’s slightly stiff movements on stage, his awkward gestures, every detail was as clear as a slow-motion movie. His voice, considered steady among his peers, when singing had the unique pure depth of youth, captivating the soul. Qiao Qingyu remembered every word he sang.

Don’t ask willing or unwilling, I won’t care because of this, it was just last night’s game.

Even though I don’t have you now, I’m still myself.

Even though I still don’t have you, I’m still myself.

He has let go, Qiao Qingyu told herself. He wasn’t singing for me to hear, but bidding farewell to his feelings.

She felt an inexplicable resentment, and dissatisfaction with herself—how slow! Only now understand this?

But soon, she calmed down again. It’s fine, able to pick up and put down, from now on strangers on different paths, each at peace.

When the dismissal bell rang, there were barely any people left in the classroom. Qiao Qingyu stuffed all her remaining books into her backpack, feeling an unprecedented weight on her shoulders. She lifted her powerless feet and walked mechanically toward the school gate, her thoughts scattered, her whole being feeling light and floating as if suspended in a vacuum, only the struggling sound of her heart in her chest, suffocating and uncomfortable. Walking out the gate, to the flower bed where Li Fanghao usually waited, she didn’t see Li Fanghao, but instead saw another unexpected person, Qiao Dayong.

Her heart suddenly came alive, and Qiao Qingyu’s first reaction was to wonder if something had happened to Li Fanghao.

“Qing-qing!” Qiao Dayong recognized her, shouting in Shungyun dialect, charging toward her like a bull, “With your hair cut, I almost didn’t recognize you!”

Qiao Qingyu nodded helplessly in response. Qiao Dayong was a genuine farmer, the most unrefined person in South Qiao Village, with a sturdy build and earth-dark skin, dressed as if he’d just come from working in the fields, looking particularly out of place at Second High’s gate, drawing sideways glances from many students leaving school.

“Qing-qing!” His voice was loud and coarse, attracting even more attention with just one shout, “You little snake! Did I use your money to buy my wife? Taking advantage of my illiteracy! Talk about your own family’s disgusting matters if you want, why talk about my wife? I only found out later, that everyone online was cursing me, cursing me for buying a wife! I didn’t steal or rob, I spent my own money!”

He was cursing in dialect, pointing at Qiao Qingyu’s nose, spittle flying everywhere.

“I’m telling you I came here just to curse you,” Qiao Dayong stepped forward, Qiao Qingyu stepped back, until her backpack pressed against the electric gate for vehicles, “I’m telling you, don’t reach too far, a little girl like you has no business meddling in Qiao Dayong’s affairs! You messed with your brother’s wedding wine, and deliberately wrote insults about me in the paper, so I came to curse you! Let you lose some face too! If I lived nearby I would’ve come to curse you earlier, come curse you at your school gate every day…”

People had already stopped to watch, all standing at a distance, curiosity and excitement spreading among the students. They made Qiao Qingyu believe she was a monster. She remembered Aunt Qin’s eyes wrapped in flames, transparent yet mad, gleaming brightly. She wanted to turn into a fireball and perish together with Qiao Dayong. But she just stood there, bewildered, desperate, helpless, not daring to make a sound, allowing more and more students to gather around.

The security guard and Li Fanghao appeared simultaneously. The guard dispersed the crowd, while Li Fanghao immediately started cursing back at Qiao Dayong.

“Make way!” the guard shouted, “Don’t block the school gate! Student, move aside, there’s a car coming!”

Qiao Qingyu came to her senses, straightened her body that had been pressed against the electric gate, and let Li Fanghao pull her to the side. As they walked, Li Fanghao continued cursing at Qiao Dayong, their volumes escalating layer by layer. Though the crowd had dispersed, the gazes cast their way only increased.

Qiao Qingyu turned her head to the side, toward the area the guard had cleared.

She saw the electric gate open, and a black Mercedes slowly drove out. As the long body of the car passed her, the open rear window slowly rose, hiding Ming Sheng’s motionless profile.

He was noble and cold, his eyes fixed straight ahead.



Chapter 45: Memories
On the night after the college entrance examination, Qiao Qingyu was awakened by the sharp siren of an ambulance. The flashing lights on top of the vehicle filtered through the newspaper-covered window glass, creating undulating patterns on the plywood that made her feel as if she were lying at the bottom of a wave-filled lake.

She heard a woman’s hysterical cries, alternating between “Old Wang!” and “Mu Mu, come back!” She kept her eyes open until the sirens faded away, the crowd dispersed, and the night returned to silence.

Wang Mumu was probably out celebrating with her classmates. Qiao Qingyu felt sick thinking about how, just as Mumu had finally shed the burden of the college entrance exam, life had immediately dealt her another heavy blow.

As she imagined the various possibilities of Wang Mumu’s father’s condition in the hospital, an uninvited thought crept in—that it might be better for Wang Mumu and her mother if he simply passed away. The moment this thought surfaced, Qiao Qingyu suppressed it, condemning herself for being cold-blooded, even evil.

While happiness was worth pursuing, could one justify sacrificing a life in its name?

Even God couldn’t make such a brutal choice, Qiao Qingyu thought. Then she remembered Mingsheng’s grandfather, someone who had voluntarily given up his life. She recalled Mingsheng’s initial rejection and felt a deep resonance. Wasn’t life itself hope? Why give up on life? She couldn’t understand.

But Mingsheng had accepted it now. He had come to understand that a person, unwilling to live as an “empty shell without self-awareness,” could entrust the power over their life to someone they completely trusted. Was that it? Qiao Qingyu pondered. Had Mingsheng actively embraced his grandfather’s philosophy, or had he merely resigned himself to an unchangeable fact?

For some reason, Qiao Qingyu leaned toward the latter explanation. Memories were like stones rolling down the river of time, ultimately unable to escape the deep sea of emotions. Mingsheng’s longing for his grandfather could make him identify with everything about him. Yes, perhaps memory wasn’t about capability but about love—more precisely, about emotions.

Just like how when she thought of Qiao Baiyu now, the melancholy flowing through her heart had long since drowned out her previous resentment—discovering the truth and wanting justice for Qiao Baiyu was certainly one reason, but more importantly, Qiao Qingyu felt it was because she remembered her sister’s face lighting up with joy at the sight of her from very early on, and the hand that always held hers tightly wherever they went.

That was a sister’s love for her younger sibling—innocent, simple, and pure.

She was grateful to have captured these seemingly insignificant, fleeting moments. They were like fish scales or silk, fragmentary yet brilliant, forming the ocean of her memories of Qiao Baiyu. She didn’t want to recall the later conflicts between them; they seemed as insignificant as stones sinking into the deep sea.

What stirred her was only the tide—

Three days after the ambulance incident, Wang Mumu knocked on Qiao Qingyu’s door. It was Wednesday, and because Qiao Qingyu had classroom duty, she arrived home twenty minutes later than usual. Coming up the stairs, she found Wang Mumu sitting on the steps with her knees pulled to her chest, looking as if she had been waiting for a long time.

Li Fanghao asked Wang Mumu if she had eaten dinner; she said no.

“Then I’ll bring two portions.”

This time, Wang Mumu didn’t refuse. After they went inside, Li Fanghao left, glancing back at them several times before closing the door, clearly worried. Qiao Qingyu shared Li Fanghao’s concern—Wang Mumu’s anxious, dispirited appearance made her uneasy. So, as soon as Li Fanghao left, she asked Wang Mumu what was wrong.

“Just sit with me for a while,” Wang Mumu gave her a bitter smile. Though the weather was warm, she still wore long sleeves, which made Qiao Qingyu worry even more.

They sat there until Li Fanghao returned. During dinner, Li Fanghao got straight to the point, asking about Wang Mumu’s father’s condition.

“Late-stage liver cancer, gastric bleeding,” Wang Mumu replied briefly, staring at the noodles in her bowl. “He survived, thankfully.”

“That’s good, that’s good,” Li Fanghao said with forced lightness to comfort Wang Mumu. “Now he just needs to focus on recovery.”

Wang Mumu responded with a grunt and began eating her noodles with unprecedented roughness. Li Fanghao collected laundry, folded clothes, took their empty bowls, and left for her shop. After the door closed again, Wang Mumu’s eyes immediately reddened.

“Qingqing,” her voice full of tears, “my father is dying.”

Qiao Qingyu opened her mouth but hesitated. Under such a cruel reality, all words seemed powerless.

“If he gets chemotherapy, he might last a few more years,” Wang Mumu continued. “Without it, he only has days.”

“Mm.”

“To be honest, I’ve wished for his death more than once,” Wang Mumu bit her lip as tears fell. “Now that it’s happening, I have no idea how to face it. My father suddenly became a different person, saying he shouldn’t waste away, that he’s not afraid of pain, that he wants to live to see me graduate from university, wants chemotherapy. But my mom says chemo won’t cure him, that we’re already in debt, that chemo is expensive, and that I’ll have to repay all the borrowed money in the future… They argue in the hospital, calling each other heartless, making me make the final decision… How am I supposed to know what to do, Qingqing? What should I do?”

Qiao Qingyu listened, feeling breathless.

“Yesterday at the hospital, I couldn’t sleep all night,” Wang Mumu continued sobbing. “I thought about my childhood, so many memories, how good my father was then, how happy I was… I wondered what made him give up his stable teaching job to go into business, and what made him rise so quickly in the business world only to fall into an abyss overnight… The more I thought about it, the more I felt he was ruined by his ever-expanding ambition… Ambition plus bad luck… I thought and thought, and realized my life is very similar to his—he enjoyed everything and then lost everything, never recovering… I’m his child, so my life will probably end up like his, in tragedy…”

“It’s not like that, Sister Mumu.”

“Do you know how much debt my family has now?” Wang Mumu looked at Qiao Qingyu with tear-filled eyes. “Yesterday, after the college entrance exam, my mom finally told me… When my father was in business, he borrowed high-interest loans for investment, lost everything, and now owes millions… Our house was mortgaged long ago, my mom didn’t tell me because she didn’t want to affect my studies, but actually, we pay rent to live here… The place I grew up in hasn’t been ours for a long time… When I think about somehow having millions in debt on my shoulders, I lose all hope for the future…”

“But your father’s loans shouldn’t have anything to do with you, you were so young then,” Qiao Qingyu held Wang Mumu’s hand. “Do you have to repay them?”

“Isn’t it natural for children to repay their parents’ debts?” Wang Mumu asked in return. “I’m his only child, who else would they look for?”

Qiao Qingyu had her doubts but stayed silent, letting Wang Mumu continue pouring out her grief and hopelessness.

“I don’t want to hurt either my father or my mother, and later I thought, actually making both sides happy is possible,” Wang Mumu smiled bitterly. “I just need to completely forget about myself. First borrowed money for my father’s chemotherapy, then worked desperately to shoulder all the debt so my mother wouldn’t worry, not caring whether life was happy or not anymore. After the debt is paid off, I’ll leave this world.”

The last sentence made Qiao Qingyu’s breath catch. “Sister Mumu,” she shook her head very seriously, “that would make me very sad.”

Wang Mumu slumped down, then suddenly hugged Qiao Qingyu tightly and broke into loud sobs—

To help ease Wang Mumu’s burden and answer her questions, the next day at noon, Qiao Qingyu walked into the computer room adjacent to the reading room. Unlike the usually empty reading room, the computer room had few seats and was often full. Qiao Qingyu had already delayed her lunch until last, and when she came to the computer room afterward, she found almost every computer occupied.

Only the computer nearest to the door was empty, but there was a casually placed English book titled “U.S. History” on the corner of the desk, seeming either forgotten or left by someone who had temporarily stepped away after claiming the seat. Uncertain, Qiao Qingyu went to the reading room and checked back every few minutes, frustrated to find that everyone in the computer room seemed rooted to their spots, with no one leaving.

Only that seat remained empty. It must be that someone forgot their book here, Qiao Qingyu convinced herself, after all, if someone had just stepped away temporarily, why would the desk be empty and the computer turned off?

So she sat down in that spot, turned on the computer, and typed searches for “inheriting father’s debt,” “children’s responsibility for father’s high-interest loans,” and “late-stage liver cancer chemotherapy costs,” opening webpage after webpage. There was encouraging information—according to several online cases, the common saying about children inheriting parents’ debts had no legal basis, and Wang Mumu had a good chance of legally separating herself from her father’s debts through court. There was also discouraging news—each chemotherapy session cost tens of thousands of yuan, the process was painful, and had significant side effects for patients.

“The elderly father said no more treatment, leaving the money for his two children’s education. Thank you, doctor.”

At the end of a post asking whether liver cancer could be cured, Qiao Qingyu read this final comment.

She suddenly remembered the red figures in Li Fanghao’s account book: “Baiyu’s Provincial First Hospital expenses total: 158,000 yuan.” A terrifying possibility struck her—158,000 yuan had clearly reached the family’s limit, but did her parents have a choice then? Was it possible that, for the sake of her and Jinyu, who was younger, her parents had been unwilling to risk exceeding that limit when treating her sister? Just like how they had initially let go of Baiyu to take care of her and Jinyu? AIDS was terminal—what meaning would life have for a girl who was so emotionally damaged that she only dared to trade beauty for affection, and then contracted AIDS? Was that how her parents thought?

I know nothing about AIDS, Qiao Qingyu immediately told herself, as if making excuses for her parents. Her thoughts frightened her; it felt as if her mind had been struck violently by a hammer several times, leaving her dazed.

“Hey, classmate, classmate,” from across the aisle, an unfamiliar male student sitting at another computer leaned toward her, urgently waving and whispering, “Hey, Qiao Qingyu.”

Still not having recovered her senses, Qiao Qingyu looked at him uncomprehendingly.

“Quick, get up.”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s confusion, he grew anxious and pointed his finger behind her, indicating she should look for herself. When she turned around, her pupils dilated instantly—leaning against the doorframe, wearing loose black sportswear, one hand in his pocket and the other holding a phone, the tall, slim silhouette was unmistakably Mingsheng.

She stood up without thinking. Turning away from the seat, she suddenly remembered she hadn’t closed the webpages, and feeling she should return the seat to Mingsheng exactly as she’d found it, she turned back to shut down the computer. As she bent down to quickly click the mouse, a black shadow loomed beside her—Mingsheng reached out to take the English book from the desk corner, his shoulder blocking the screen from view, nearly touching her nose.

Qiao Qingyu could even feel his breath just above her head.

She froze, and he withdrew, the entire interaction lasting only three or four seconds. She understood he no longer wanted the seat but wasn’t sure if he was giving it to her or if he felt the seat had been contaminated by her presence and was fleeing. Her ears burning and thoughts in chaos, she couldn’t bring herself to claim this suddenly vacant “throne.”

So she left too, returning to her rightful place in the reading room—

After crying to Qiao Qingyu that day, Wang Mumu didn’t show up for three days, only knocking on Qiao Qingyu’s door again on Sunday night. During this time, Qiao Qingyu had considered visiting Wang Mumu’s father in the hospital, but Li Fanghao immediately vetoed the idea.

“The hospital is such an unlucky place, why go there?” Li Fanghao said. “Our family doesn’t even know their family. Wang Mumu is your friend—when she comes here, we’ll treat her well, that’s enough to fulfill our duty.”

The word “duty” sounded cold-blooded, making Qiao Qingyu disgusted. The thoughts she’d had in the library days ago resurfaced, and she had to forcefully suppress them to stop herself from viewing her parents with critical eyes. That feeling of groping through a tunnel returned, just like last year when she desperately sought to discover whether Qiao Baiyu had contracted AIDS, but unlike then, this time she lacked the determination to face everything head-on, even if it meant breaking completely.

Instead, she was afraid. She understood what Sun Yinglong had once said—sometimes, “revelation” causes more harm than “concealment.”

So she accepted Li Fanghao’s words, telling herself that no news was good news and that her role was simply to listen and comfort Wang Mumu when she came, not to visit the hospital and probe at family wounds that weren’t meant to be shown.

When Wang Mumu arrived, her complexion was better this time, though her expression was complicated. As soon as she entered, she pulled Qiao Qingyu to sit on the sofa.

“Qingqing, after thinking it over, I should tell you,” she looked steadily at Qiao Qingyu, “my father has agreed to chemotherapy.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded in agreement, somehow feeling relieved.

“We don’t have money,” Wang Mumu paused, then continued explaining, “Asheng’s family lent us money. Yesterday, Asheng came to the hospital to find me, said their family isn’t in a hurry to use the money, and told me not to worry, to put my father’s health first.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded again: “Mm.”

“To be honest, I wanted to give up,” Wang Mumu’s tense shoulders dropped, “I told Asheng my thoughts, but he disagreed. He said since my father wants to live, we should respect that. He said he’s helping because his parents only agreed to lend us money after he brought it up…… I couldn’t have asked his parents for money…”

Qiao Qingyu continued nodding: “Mm.”

“These three days, Asheng has come to the hospital every day to see me and my father,” Wang Mumu lifted her head, carefully studying Qiao Qingyu’s expression, “maybe he was worried I might do something stupid because I was in such a bad mood. He talked to me a lot, probably more than we’ve talked in the past few years combined… I was quite surprised, it’s because of his grandfather…”

She suddenly paused for two seconds before continuing, “Because of what happened with his grandfather, his understanding of life is much deeper than mine… I now realize that besides the familiarity from childhood, I don’t know him any better than other classmates do, or maybe even less, because childhood memories always constrained me… He’s growing at light speed, not just externally but internally too. Don’t you think he’s very proper and restrained now? I feel like his rebellious phase is over, his grandfather would be proud…”

“Mm.”

The air grew quiet, and Qiao Qingyu’s heart slowly sank. The secret about his grandfather that Mingsheng had kept in his heart—he must have told Wang Mumu too? He had taken back the “privilege” of knowing the secret that he had once forced upon her.

“I told Asheng that you didn’t make the call, that I called Dr. Lin,” Wang Mumu spoke, her voice full of apology, “I thought he would be upset, but he didn’t say anything.”

“Of course, he wouldn’t say anything,” Qiao Qingyu forced a laugh, “I think he’s full of humanitarian concern.”

“Humanitarian?” Wang Mumu also laughed, gentle yet puzzled, “Is it that lofty? I feel like he’s just remembering our old relationship.”

That doesn’t prevent him from wanting to be a hero, Qiao Qingyu thought but didn’t say aloud, because these were words Wang Mumu had used before, and responding with them would become an obvious taunt about her and Mingsheng, which seemed cruel. Qiao Qingyu didn’t understand why Mingsheng’s kindness would trigger such a dark, cold side of herself; she didn’t like the sharp thorns suddenly sprouting in her chest.

“We also reminisced about childhood,” Wang Mumu continued, the smile not leaving her lips, “Only after talking did we realize there were so many memories. I always thought constantly remembering childhood had ruined me, but now…”

“Childhood memories can save you,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted.

“Yes.” Wang Mumu smiled faintly, turning her head to look toward the balcony opposite.

Wang Mumu telling her everything was a sign of trust. Looking at the bigger picture, she had a safe friendship, Wang Mumu’s father was getting treatment, and Mingsheng had completely let go of his obsession with her—this was the best arrangement life could offer.

After that, Wang Mumu never came again. When the college entrance exam results came out, Qiao Qingyu heard from Qiao Jinyu, who had heard from Mrs. Feng at the newsstand, that Wang Mumu had performed slightly below expectations, not making it into Peking or Tsinghua University as she’d hoped, and could only go to Fudan or Renmin University. Qiao Qingyu threw herself into studying with unprecedented determination, working day and night, and achieved her best-ever result of 78th in the grade in the final exams two weeks later. Li Fanghao was very satisfied—maintaining a position in the top hundred at No. 2 Middle School meant being able to go to those well-known universities.

On the last day of tenth grade, it rained heavily, and Li Fanghao took Qiao Qingyu on the bus instead of riding the electric bicycle. After getting off the bus, they passed the unusually empty newsstand, and catching sight of the new issue of “Sprout” magazine covered in clear plastic, Qiao Qingyu stopped.

She explained to Li Fanghao that this magazine was very helpful for improving essay writing, and since the school library would be closed for summer vacation, so…

“Several Chinese teachers come to buy it!” Mrs. Feng’s voice cut through the rain curtain, crossing between them. So the mother and daughter walked under the newsstand’s awning, one paying, one taking the magazine. As if parched during a storm for days, Mrs. Feng could barely contain her excitement at seeing them approach.

“Have you heard?” she widened her eyes dramatically, adopting a mysterious pose, “Old Wang passed away this morning.”

“Which Old Wang?” Qiao Qingyu asked quickly, though her heart sank with a thud as if something heavy had fallen.

“The one who would get drunk and beat his wife,” Mrs. Feng watched her face with satisfaction, “Your good friend, Mumu’s father.”



Chapter 46: Summer
Summer had arrived—it had arrived long ago. Li Fanghao removed the glass panes between the windows, cleaned the old window screens, hung new dark green curtains, and instructed Qiao Qingyu to keep the windows open from now on to prevent stuffiness.

The electric fan hummed continuously, intertwining with the cicada songs from the riverside, day and night. Early in the morning, sunlight pierced through the gap beneath the curtains to illuminate her bedside, and when Qiao Qingyu opened her eyes, she was met with a dazzling white. Sitting at her desk doing homework, waves of heat rushed in, making her restless—the room was far more unbearable than last year.

She finally had the freedom to look out the window. On the first day, she saw the mother of the tenant opposite scolding her mischievous little boy while picking vegetables. On the second day, she glimpsed Wang Mumu’s mother’s busy figure in the kitchen, placing items one by one into a large cardboard box.

On the third day, before sunrise, she was awakened by the “backing up” warning from a truck downstairs. Startled, she drew back the curtains, and as soon as she poked her head out, her eyes met Wang Mumu’s upward gaze.

Wang Mumu was moving away.

Qiao Qingyu hurriedly changed into track pants, grabbed a jacket, and rushed downstairs.

The truck had already been positioned, and Wang Mumu ran over from behind the cab, her face wearing a warm yet sad smile that made Qiao Qingyu want to cry.

“Sister Mumu…”

“I came looking for you yesterday afternoon, but you weren’t home,” Wang Mumu said with a smile. “I went to the shop to find you, and your mother said you’d gone to visit relatives.”

Qiao Qingyu nodded. It was true—yesterday afternoon, Qiao Lusheng had specially made time to take her to visit Cousin Chen who lived in the west of the city, a distant relative they rarely saw, but without whose connections in the Education Bureau, Qiao Qingyu would never have been able to transfer to No. 2 Middle School.

“I planned to come find you again in the evening, but I was tired and fell asleep,” Wang Mumu smiled apologetically. “I didn’t mean to avoid you, to not say goodbye.”

Hearing that she had fallen asleep made Qiao Qingyu feel relieved. She nodded vigorously, noticing the black cloth armband fastened to Wang Mumu’s long sleeve.

“My father passed away, you know,” Wang Mumu sighed softly. “Just when we thought everything was getting better, he suddenly couldn’t hold on anymore.”

“Sister Mumu…”

“It’s okay, I’ve been running around these past few days, between the hospital, funeral home, and cemetery, plus moving—I’ve been too busy to grieve, which makes it all seem less scary…”

“Why are you moving away so urgently,” Qiao Qingyu asked, confused. “Where are you going?”

“This house isn’t ours anymore,” Wang Mumu said gently. “Rent is due on the fifth of each month, yesterday was the deadline. If we stay longer, we’ll have to pay for another month.”

“So where will you go?” Qiao Qingyu asked again.

“Asheng’s family has an empty house we can use temporarily,” Wang Mumu bit her lip. “I got into Renmin University, and once the acceptance letter arrives, I’ll go to Beijing with my mom.”

“Together meaning?”

“My father’s gone, I can’t bear to leave her alone here. Wherever I go, I’ll take my mom with me.”

“Will you ever come back?”

The sun had risen, its pale golden light falling on Wang Mumu’s face, making her appear both warm and translucent. She smiled, as if she hadn’t heard the question, and instead pulled a book from her backpack and placed it in Qiao Qingyu’s hands. The book was titled “The Girl at the Window,” with a yellowed quality similar to “Norwegian Wood” that Qiao Qingyu had once pulled from Mingsheng’s grandfather’s shelf—very old, with a 1980s feel.

“Found it while packing yesterday,” Wang Mumu smiled. “Borrowed it from grandfather’s house years ago, forgot to return it. Could you return it to Asheng for me?”

“Why don’t you return it yourself?”

“He’s gone to America,” Wang Mumu smiled warmly, knowingly pressing Qiao Qingyu’s arm. “By the time he returns, I’ll be in Beijing. I can’t go to his parents just for this old book—they’re busy people, and they don’t know me well.”

“But…”

“There’s a gift inside, look at it when you get home,” Wang Mumu suddenly leaned in mysteriously. “Don’t let your mother find it.”

Her solemn tone made Qiao Qingyu’s heart flutter with anxiety.

“We’ll see each other again, won’t we, Sister Mumu?”

“You have QQ, right?” Wang Mumu took out her phone. “What’s your number?”

Qiao Qingyu gave it to her, then added: “I rarely use QQ though.”

“I know,” Wang Mumu put away her phone with a smile. “Then I’ll write to you.”

“My mom reads my letters…” Qiao Qingyu murmured, her voice full of despair. “Sister Mumu, you’ll come back to Huanzhou, won’t you?”

“Silly, of course,” Wang Mumu smiled, stepping forward to hug her gently. “Work hard in your final year.”

The driver honked, and Wang Mumu let go. The truck left Qiao Qingyu behind as her tears welled up, the vehicle quickly blurring into a tiny black dot in her vision. After a long while, she turned around, letting the golden sunlight beat against her face as she slowly walked toward the river.

By the canal path, Qiao Qingyu found a bench to sit on, diagonally facing that five-hundred-year-old camphor tree that remained as lush as when it was first born. The Girl at the Window, she read aloud, opening the book in her hands.

As soon as she opened it, she saw the “gift” Wang Mumu had mentioned—a photograph cut in half.

It was Mingsheng at about eight or nine years old, full of vigor, his hair windblown like a bird’s nest, smiling with absolute confidence, his eyes clear as morning dew. Skinny arms and legs, wearing short sleeves and shorts, his left arm bearing the conspicuous two red stripes of a Young Pioneers team leader.

The other half that had been cut away must have been Sister Mumu, right?

She took herself away and left Mingsheng to me. No, not left to me, just left behind. No, let go—let go of childhood memories, childhood intimacy. She just let go of the obsession in her heart, it has nothing to do with me, right?

Sunlight filtered through the swaying camphor leaves, dancing before Qiao Qingyu’s eyes, making her feel dizzy. I should go home, she told herself, tucking the photo back into the book and standing up—

Summer was stifling, summer was lonely. Life had hit the reset button; across the balcony were completely unfamiliar neighbors, and Li Fanghao came home at irregular times to check on her. Qiao Qingyu’s hair was now at an awkward length, just long enough to rest on her neck but not long enough to tie up completely. Li Fanghao felt uncomfortable for her and offered to take her to get it cut shorter, but she refused.

“A calm mind brings natural coolness,” she repeated Li Fanghao’s frequent teaching. “I don’t feel hot.”

“You’ll have to cut it anyway when you start your final year.”

“I don’t want my hair to be shorter than the boys’ when I’m in university.”

“Hair grows back anyway, and yours grows so fast.”

“People who are truly focused don’t care about hair length,” Qiao Qingyu argued. “Cutting it would create psychological pressure—I’m fine as I am.”

Li Fanghao’s gaze was piercing.

“You said it yourself,” she spoke, her tone threatening. “If your test scores drop, we’re cutting your hair.”

Qiao Qingyu bit her lip: “Fine.”

In her heart, she knew everything she’d just said was a lie. She had read the book Wang Mumu had entrusted to her—it was a Japanese author’s childhood memories, full of love and emotion—and had safely stored it in her school bag. But that half photograph, she hid here and tucked there, never finding a safe place for it, wishing she could wear her long-sleeved school uniform every day to hide it in its wide sleeves.

Her heart had probably been disturbed by this photograph, her longing for Mingsheng growing wild, to the point where his figure occupied her mind at all times, no matter what she was doing. When doing homework or reading, he would quietly retreat to one side but never disappear; during any moment of mental relaxation—eating, walking, brushing teeth, before sleep—he would automatically step forward, sometimes clear, sometimes hazy, completely dominating her mental world.

It was truly torturous.

Get rid of it, end it. Qiao Qingyu remembered what Mingsheng had first said to her in the tree. I must get rid of it too, she thought, truly end it, not his so-called kind of “ending.”

How to achieve this? She had no clue. She felt as if she had fallen into a swamp—the more she struggled, the deeper she sank. Qiao Jinyu, who was also often at home during summer break, noticed her strange behavior and worriedly asked what was wrong.

“This room is too hot,” Qiao Qingyu gazed absently out the window, her sight falling on the white-tinged blue sky fractured by wire mesh.

Qiao Jinyu agreed and used this to lobby Li Fanghao for air conditioning, but Li Fanghao refused, though she too had noticed Qiao Qingyu’s distraction. She said this neighborhood wasn’t good, too mixed, and with the rent about to expire, they might as well move.

But Qiao Lusheng firmly opposed moving, saying he’d had enough of changing places all his life. They often argued at night, and during the day, the stubborn Li Fanghao would go out alone under the blazing sun to look for houses and shop spaces. She had no time to check on them, and fresh freedom descended from the sky, beckoning Qiao Qingyu from outside the window.

But Qiao Qingyu had no desire to go out.

She sat at her desk with unusual determination, doing exercises, practicing calligraphy, reading books, and when melancholy struck, she would open the computer and type out everything racing through her mind—youth, friendship, her sister.

Love, freedom, loneliness.

Is it better to live in pain and struggle, or die content and at peace?

Home.

Fortunately, Li Fanghao didn’t know how to check computer documents, but even so, Qiao Qingyu hadn’t typed a single word about Mingsheng. She told herself she was trying to forget him, though her actions mocked her self-deception—sitting here choosing words carefully, wasn’t he, standing at the blackboard staring at her anonymous writing, her only audience in mind?

She didn’t want to move. Mingsheng was gone, Wang Mumu was gone too, and she felt that if she left, Chaoyang New Village would truly grow old. Growing old wasn’t scary; forgetting the past was scary. She feared that an aged Chaoyang New Village would forget everything that had happened here.

Thank goodness for the computer, Qiao Qingyu thought gratefully. It was freedom in another dimension.

After a week of such days, one afternoon, Li Fanghao suddenly appeared at home again, her face heavy with anxiety.

“We need to go back to South Qiao Village,” she said solemnly to Qiao Qingyu and Qiao Jinyu. “Your grandmother doesn’t have many days left.”

The moving plans were thus cut short, and half a month later, the Qiao Family Handmade Noodle Shop reopened, with the current shop space and residence lease renewed for another year—

During those two weeks back in South Qiao Village, because Qiao Qingyu was mentally prepared, nothing that happened surprised her. They had to stay with their uncle, and Liu Yanfen’s cold words were reasonable. Qiao Lusheng brought Qiao Jinyu before grandfather Qiao Lilong to promise they would tear down and rebuild the old house to bring glory to their ancestors, while Qiao Qingyu helped Li Fanghao care for Fang Zhaodi, who had been bedridden for half a year and was now barely alive, while also handling most of the housework. At night, she still lay on the same bed she had slept in half a year ago, listening to Li Fanghao’s steady breathing beside her.

This time, Qiao Qingyu never got out of bed in the middle of the night.

Through Liu Yanfen’s constant scolding, Qiao Qingyu learned that Qiao Jinrui had not only quit his civil service job but also sold his new house in Huanzhou, taking the money south to Guangzhou supposedly to do business, disappearing like a ghost with barely one phone call a month. “If Xiaorui can’t live well, neither can Qingqing and Xiaoyu,” Liu Yanfen viciously told Li Fanghao. “If our family can’t live well, neither can yours! Look at Qingqing, growing more like Baiyu every day, so coquettish! A girl with such an unyielding personality—what good end could she come to!”

“Sister-in-law, please don’t be angry,” Li Fanghao kept her head down, her trembling voice showing her humility. “Whatever Qingqing owes you, I’ll repay. The child has reformed, please don’t curse her…”

Every word Liu Yanfen spoke was filled with resentment. Qiao Qingyu, knowing she was in the wrong, never argued back, but in her heart, she treated the words like garbage. Li Fanghao’s inability to lift her head pained her, and Qiao Lusheng’s complete obedience to Qiao Lilong displeased her. She felt guilty about Grandmother Fang Zhaodi’s bedridden state, her whole body heavy as if wearing invisible shackles of sin. Familiar anger and powerlessness struck her simultaneously—this was the usual feeling in South Qiao Village.

Finally, she steeled herself and thought, the attachments her parents couldn’t let go of, she could. Once she was completely independent, she would never return.

The only good thing was that she could freely go out in South Qiao Village. Given others’ watchful eyes, Li Fanghao no longer confined her—everyone thought the village, with its many familiar faces, was much safer than the city. However, Qiao Qingyu would deliberately avoid those half-familiar people in the village.

When she wanted to go out, she would take a book and walk into the mountains, find a shady rock by the reservoir, and sit down to read for two hours. Sometimes she would wander through the mountains and fields, the summer verdancy enveloping her, making her feel peaceful. Once, as she was walking, she suddenly realized the small path she was on led to Qiao Baiyu’s grave. She stopped, then resolutely turned away.

This tombstone had no photo of Qiao Baiyu, and moreover—Qiao Qingyu was unusually certain—Qiao Baiyu was in Anling Cemetery. The reason was simple: her mother, who had desperately pushed herself to get into a good university in search of a better life, would never have been willing to leave her sister in this isolated, desolate mountain.



Chapter 47: Verdant
Fang Zhaodi didn’t make it to August, passing away on the last day of July. Despite the barrage of calls from all the adults, Qiao Jinrui in Guangzhou kept saying he was too busy to return, enraging Qiao Lilong who, after the funeral, suddenly sat down and couldn’t stand up again. Everyone panicked and rushed him to Shunyun Central Hospital, but the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong, only advising less stress, fewer disturbances, and plenty of rest.

“I can’t manage both the farm work and housework alone,” Liu Yanfen told Qiao Lusheng and Li Fanghao directly. “We’ve always been the ones caring for the elderly, it’s time you contributed too. Who caused all this trouble in the family? Think about it with your conscience.”

Qiao Lusheng agreed without hesitation. After Liu Yanfen left, Qiao Qingyu heard Li Fanghao complain dissatisfied: “They contributed effort, but what about all the money we send every month? Doesn’t that count?”

“A family values harmony above all,” Qiao Lusheng’s tone brooked no argument. “You can’t calculate everything down to the last detail.”

“Then how should we contribute? Qingqing’s starting her final year, and in a few days, she’ll have make-up classes. If we don’t reopen the shop, what will we live on?”

“The shop has me and Qiao Huan, two people are enough,” Qiao Lusheng said, glancing at Qiao Qingyu. “Qingqing’s responsible now, not a child anymore, doesn’t need daily escorts.”

“Yes, yes, and you have me, Mom,” afraid they’d start fighting, Qiao Jinyu quickly interjected. “I haven’t started school yet, I can keep Grandfather company with you. Maybe in a few days when he’s feeling better, he’ll be able to stand up, right…”

And so it was decided. Two days later, under Li Fanghao’s countless reminders, Qiao Qingyu followed Qiao Lusheng onto the minibus back to Shunyun. Only after returning to Chaoyang New Village did she wake from her huge disbelief: Li Fanghao had let her go.

Qiao Lusheng had never really supervised her much. The day after arriving in Huanzhou, the day before make-up classes started, he retrieved her student bus pass from a drawer and returned it, gave her money to top up her meal card, and delivered many instructions at once, fulfilling Li Fanghao’s assigned task.

The downpour on the first day of make-up classes reminded Qiao Qingyu of that typhoon day when she first came to No. 2 Middle School, the day she first met Wang Mumu. She remembered that transparent umbrella curved to the elbow, appearing open but more closed off. She remembered those warm smiling eyes—Wang Mumu’s smile was the first genuine kindness she felt at No. 2 Middle School.

Sister Mumu must have received her Renmin University acceptance letter by now, wonder if she’s gone to Beijing?

The senior year building had already been cleared out. Qiao Qingyu was among the first to arrive, finding the still-empty Class 5 on the second floor. As soon as she entered, she saw Sun Yinglong with his back to her, writing eight large characters on the blackboard: “Pour out the fighting spirit, achieve dreams.”

After finishing, he tossed the chalk aside and, without turning around, asked in a strong voice: “Who’s first to arrive?”

“Me,” Qiao Qingyu stood from her seat, somewhat awkward, “Qiao Qingyu… Good morning, Teacher Sun.”

“Silent as ever, I knew it was you,” Sun Yinglong turned around laughing heartily. “How was your brief summer vacation?”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t know how to answer.

“Anyway,” Sun Yinglong said cheerfully, “your mother has already called me, saying since she won’t be around, to take special care of you.”

Qiao Qingyu let out a heavy “Oh.”

“Asked me to keep an eye on you. You’re in your final year now, and shouldn’t have any unnecessary social interactions. If anyone sends you letters, give them to her first, and she’ll pass them to you. But,” Sun Yinglong said while walking toward Qiao Qingyu, and she noticed he was holding an envelope, “honestly, I think she’s being overly cautious, seeing dangers where there are none… Who in class is more well-behaved than you? You’ll take good care of yourself, right?”

As he spoke, he placed the envelope on Qiao Qingyu’s desk: “There was a letter for you in the class mailbox, I brought it for you. Just read it yourself.”

Qiao Qingyu was surprised and touched, softly saying thank you.

“Many parents are more nervous than their children,” Sun Yinglong smiled. “Tell your mom to relax, or it might affect your exam performance instead.”

Chen Shen came in, followed closely by Guan Lan and Deng Meixi. Sun Yinglong turned back to the podium, and Qiao Qingyu sat down to open the letter. The envelope didn’t show the sender, but the handwriting was Wang Mumu’s. Wang Mumu had kept her word, writing so quickly, making Qiao Qingyu excited and satisfied.

Opening the letter, Qiao Qingyu lay on her desk and began reading earnestly.

“Dear Qingqing, I hope this letter finds you well.

By the time you read this, I’ll be in Beijing. I tried to find you but couldn’t—Mrs. Feng told me your whole family had gone back to South Qiao Village. I hope your grandmother is well… No, that’s not my most honest thought. Dr. Lin says avoiding painful parts of life doesn’t make them disappear, so what I want to say is that aging, illness, and death are normal parts of life. I hope your grandmother didn’t suffer too much at the end, hope you weren’t blamed by your family, and hope you won’t feel endless guilt over your grandmother’s passing. You told me she already had diabetes and high blood pressure, her health was poor, to begin with, so if she’s gone, please don’t take all the blame on yourself, okay?”

Okay, Qiao Qingyu whispered, feeling warmth surge in her heart.

“There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you but couldn’t find the chance,” she read on, “partly due to my indecisiveness. But after my recent talk with Dr. Lin, I decided to tell you, hoping it won’t add to your burden, especially since you’re starting your final year.”

Reading this, Qiao Qingyu quietly took a breath.

“I once saw sleeping pill bottles in your home’s trash can. You wouldn’t have noticed because you wouldn’t recognize them, but I’m too familiar with sleeping pills, so I couldn’t be mistaken.”

Qiao Qingyu’s heart suddenly lifted.

“You probably don’t know, but the second day after my father was hospitalized, the morning after the college entrance exam, your mother came to visit us at the hospital. I happened to be away, and when I returned to the ward, I heard her talking with my mom, so I stood at the door eavesdropping. My mom was talking about suicide again, as she often does—I usually don’t think much of it, but I heard your mother strongly agreeing, saying very seriously that if it weren’t for you and your brother, she would have followed your sister long ago. I heard her say that when they transferred from Weiai Hospital to Provincial First Hospital, your sister was already failing but didn’t want treatment, and insisted on dying. Your mother had to hold a fruit knife to her own throat, threatening that they would die together before your sister stopped resisting. She said after your sister’s last breath, she almost jumped from the hospital window, but two nurses desperately held her back. She also said that in the years since your sister’s death, she often thought about leaving too, but you and your brother were too young to understand, so she couldn’t let go.”

Qiao Qingyu’s nose stung, the words before her gradually blurring.

“What worried me most was hearing her say death was better than living, like taking a long sleep,” the letter continued. “These were thoughts I once had. So I worry about her—I know what she told my mom wasn’t just empty comfort, but her true feelings.”

Qiao Qingyu’s chest heaved violently as if she couldn’t breathe.

“Qingqing,” Wang Mumu wrote next, “I think perhaps your mother, like me, is sick in her heart.”

Yes, Qiao Qingyu thought. After reading the final two lines, she closed the letter, feeling as if she’d fallen into a dark well, with a fear of never touching the bottom.

Now she understood why Li Fanghao, usually so sensitive, could sleep through her three or four-hour disappearances at night even while sharing a bed. She also understood why Li Fanghao’s breathing was always so steady and peaceful at night. It wasn’t from daily exhaustion, but because she took sleeping pills before bed.

Mom had been sick for a long time.

This must be why, in front of her grandparents and aunt and uncle, Mom desperately took all the blame for her mistakes. Her guilt ran deeper because she felt she hadn’t properly controlled her daughter.

Images flashed before Qiao Qingyu’s eyes: Li Fanghao’s desperate screams protecting her from Qiao Lilong’s whip, her humble resignation before Liu Yanfen’s cold face. Mom, she whispered, her nose unbearably stinging, tears falling from her eyes onto her hands—hot, scalding, like blood dripping from her heart—

The make-up classes ran from August 5th to the 25th, three weeks total, coinciding with Huanzhou’s hottest summer. Evening self-study wasn’t mandatory, about half the students would go home, but Qiao Qingyu was among those who stayed. The classroom’s air conditioning made it cooler than home, and—as Li Fanghao said—eating dinner at school was safer than being seen at the shop.

Qiao Qingyu loved the make-up class days spent entirely at school. Sun Yinglong had rearranged the seating, placing her at the innermost side, her desk right next to the clean, large windows. When thinking or relaxing, she would turn her head outside, her gaze unconsciously resting on the several camphor trees between the tennis courts, basketball courts, and track field.

They were young, straight, and lush, their green leaves dancing in the brutal sunlight, flourishing vigorously. They were undoubtedly the tallest trees on campus, standing out so prominently among the flat sports fields, yet Qiao Qingyu felt as if she’d just discovered them, falling in love at first sight.

In the past, she would have found time to walk under the trees, just to feel that overwhelming greenness, but not now. She was in her final year—no time left for leisurely pursuits.

During the make-up classes, the seat closest to the back door remained empty, reserved for Mingsheng, who hadn’t returned from America. This caused no ripples in Qiao Qingyu’s heart; if she felt anything, it was a slight relief—relief that he wasn’t there, as everyone in the class had become much less interesting, wearing the uniform mask of final-year students. The classroom was like stagnant water, but Qiao Qingyu preferred it this way.

Thanks to Wang Mumu’s letter, another layer of life’s fog had cleared. Now the thorns were more visible, but so was the path: she, Qiao Qingyu, could only guide Li Fanghao safely through this dark passage by staying focused, working diligently, being understanding, and never complaining.

Her heart had completely settled. Everything related to Mingsheng remained in July as life’s rhythm continued forward. Without Mingsheng, she thought more frequently of Qiao Baiyu, pondering Wang Mumu’s words in the letter. “Your sister was already failing but didn’t want treatment, and insisted on dying”—what did that mean? Was it because the AIDS-related condition had deteriorated beyond hope so she didn’t want to waste time and money, or had she originally planned to… Qiao Qingyu dared not think further.

She remembered her last time seeing Qiao Baiyu, during the summer vacation of 2005, in August, similarly scorched by the fierce sun. Back then, she shared a room with Qiao Baiyu in Shunyun, and Baiyu, who liked wearing light clothes, would constantly walk around the house with her porcelain-white arms and legs bare.

Their parents were busy in the shop downstairs every day, and Qiao Baiyu, about to enter university, paid no attention to Li Fanghao’s restrictions. She often wore super-short shorts or skirts, first earnestly instructing Qiao Qingyu as an elder sister to study hard, then casually throwing out an excuse like getting some fresh air before heading out.

Once, just after she hung up the phone, two boys who had arranged to meet her poked their heads into the living room, giving Qiao Qingyu, who was lying on the sofa reading, quite a fright.

“Your sister?” one boy grinned sleazily. “How old is she?”

Qiao Baiyu quickly rushed to the door: “Starting eighth grade this fall.”

“Eighth grade’s old enough, so cute! Why don’t we all…”

Before the boy could finish, Qiao Qingyu heard Qiao Baiyu say through gritted teeth: “Go to hell.”

Looking back, Qiao Baiyu had always kept their two worlds separated. “You need to study well, don’t be like me,” she would often say. Perhaps this was her sister’s silent love—it didn’t matter how polluted and dirty her world became, but her little sister’s world had to remain pure and bright.

Turning her head again, Qiao Qingyu gazed at those verdant camphor trees. The leaves danced in the wind, sunlight like flowing fragments of gold. Finding it a bit dazzling, she closed her eyes and saw Qiao Baiyu’s twelve-year-old face, lit red by firelight, pressed close to hers, beaming brightly.

Her heart grew warm.

I will study hard, she thought, turning back and gripping her pen tightly once more.



Chapter 48: Flowing Gold
After the first typhoon passed and as the second one approached Huan Prefecture, the supplementary classes ended. During the six-day gap before the official start of school, the first three days blazed with scorching sun, the fourth and fifth days brought torrential rain to the city, and on the sixth day, the sun peeked out again—brilliant and fresh, as if heralding another summer. Seeing that the rain had finally ceased, Qiao Qingyu rose from the small desk where she had been sitting for days and left home with her keys.

This time, she was genuinely heading to the bookstore.

She first went to the restaurant to inform Qiao Lusheng of her whereabouts. At two-thirty in the afternoon, the quietest time for the restaurant, her appearance brought both surprise and joy to Qiao Huan, who was leaning against the cashier counter. “Qingqing!” She rushed out immediately, “What brings you here!”

Qiao Qingyu said she was going to the bookstore to buy study guides and wanted to let Qiao Lusheng know.

“Your dad just left to buy groceries, said we’re running low on beef,” Qiao Huan pulled Qiao Qingyu to sit at a random table, “Go ahead if you need to go, I’ll let your dad know later.”

Since Qiao Huan found her place half a year ago, although Qiao Qingyu still saw her daily, their interactions had been limited to brief, polite exchanges. Now, with no other customers around, though Qiao Huan said she could leave, she held onto her hand, so Qiao Qingyu simply sat down.

“Sister Qiao Huan, you’ve lost weight. You look good.”

Qiao Huan laughed heartily: “Your parents haven’t told you? I’m seeing someone.”

“Oh?”

“He lives in Chaoyang New Village too, two years older than me, from Shunyun, a fellow townsman,” Qiao Huan said with a shy smile, her eyes sparkling, “He’s an electrician, not particularly handsome, but honest.”

Her genuine joy was infectious to Qiao Qingyu.

“That’s wonderful,” Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but smile, sharing Qiao Huan’s contentment, “Really wonderful.”

“Well, he came to the restaurant a few times, that’s how we met,” Qiao Huan said cheerfully, “We started dating in March, it’s been almost half a year. We’re planning to get married, and I just moved in with him a couple of days ago.”

“That’s great.”

“He wanted to get married during the National Day holiday, but I said no,” Qiao Huan shook her head, “I told him your family is going through difficulties now, and it’s not easy to find reliable help at the restaurant. I need to help you all first, and we’ll talk about marriage after your mom returns.”

Qiao Qingyu felt guilty: “Won’t that delay your…”

“No, no,” Qiao Huan winked at her, “Your mom said the same thing—it’s fine to date longer and marry later, but we can’t make mistakes. Character needs time to assess.”

“Mm.”

“Your mom also said some things must be discussed before marriage, especially about having children, like whether we must have a son, how many children to have,” Qiao Huan continued smiling, “She said we must discuss childbearing with his parents, his agreement alone isn’t enough. Your mom said she was too naive back then, thinking your dad’s iron rice bowl meant he wouldn’t dare violate family planning, who knew your grandparents would be so stubborn about having a grandson… I think your mom is right, she speaks from experience.”

“Mm.”

“Hah, it’s too early to talk about these things with you, you’re still young,” Qiao Huan smiled, “Besides, you’re pretty and smart, and you’ll have plenty of choices when the time comes, unlike me, I’m lucky to find someone compatible… You should go buy your books now, if you go too late, the bus will be very crowded on your way back.”

Qiao Qingyu indeed hadn’t thought about such distant matters. However, she wasn’t ready to leave yet.

“Sister Qiao Huan,” she said, “Tell me about my sister.”

“Your sister?” Qiao Huan was somewhat surprised, then smiled, “Your sister? You must know her better than I do, being her sister and all.”

“Just,” Qiao Qingyu smiled, touching her forehead, “Just want to talk about her with someone…”

“Ah, you miss her,” Qiao Huan nodded understandingly, “Of course you do! Such a beautiful person, as she stepped out of a painting. During those years when she was in the village, it was so lively, that boys from neighboring villages would always come to play… But she was sensible, didn’t mess around, timid as a rabbit, and always went out with Jinrui. Didn’t I mention it before? When Jinrui took Xiaobai out, her dress and shoes never got dirty.”

She suddenly stopped, looking apologetically at Qiao Qingyu: “Ah, my big mouth, mentioning… mainly because I wasn’t close to your sister before, in the village I basically only saw her with Jinrui, I knew Jinrui better… Let’s not talk about this anymore.”

“You went to the same middle school as my sister, right?” Qiao Qingyu asked, “Was she happy at school?”

“I was two grades above her when she was in the first year I was already in third,” Qiao Huan said while reminiscing, “We weren’t close… I’m not sure if she was happy, but she was famous, and boys from other schools would come to see her…”

“Did anything memorable happen?”

“Well, I can’t really remember,” Qiao Huan tried hard to recall, “Seems like she had stomach problems, often had stomach aches, and didn’t attend much PE class. Oh right, I only heard about this, wasn’t your sister transferred to Shunyun in the second year? I heard when she was in second year, there was a male student teacher, and they seemed…”

She looked carefully at Qiao Qingyu: “Seemed to have some unpleasantness. Being a student teacher, he didn’t stay long, and then your sister transferred schools.”

“Was the male teacher gentle?”

“I heard he was nice.” Qiao Huan confirmed.

An older male figure. Although Qiao Huan was vague, Qiao Qingyu had no desire to inquire further.

“Sister Qiao Huan,” she hesitated, “Do you think what I did was too much?”

“Well, how to put this,” Qiao Huan shook her head awkwardly, “You sisters were close. You were young, your reaction was most reasonable.”

“Will my sister blame me for causing Brother Jinrui such misfortune?”

“It’s a pity about Jinrui,” Qiao Huan sighed, looking up, “But anyway, he’s fine, he can find another job. It’s all fate, just Jinrui’s fate. Your sister is the real pity, leaving so young.”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s tight-lipped silence, she raised her hand to pat Qiao Qingyu’s head, smiling consolingly: “Life moves forward, don’t think about past things anymore. You’re in your final year now, studies are most important, go buy your study guides.”

When she left the bookstore at four in the afternoon, Qiao Qingyu walked to the intersection to wait for the bus under the blazing sun, carrying a bag of study guides, her palms quickly becoming sweaty. While waiting to cross the street, a deep red convertible suddenly approached the sidewalk, its engine’s low rumble startling Qiao Qingyu into taking several steps back. The car disappeared around the corner after accelerating, but Qiao Qingyu saw clearly—in the passenger seat, face turned away looking at the opposite side, hair messy in the sunlight and wind, was Ming Sheng.

She had seen him while browsing books between the shelves. Wearing a white T-shirt, he suddenly appeared from behind a pillar, startling Qiao Qingyu so much she almost cried out. He seemed not to notice her, crouching down to look for books on his own, blocking the exit, so Qiao Qingyu had to tiptoe silently past behind him.

Later at checkout, she saw him again, with another slightly shorter but seemingly older boy, queuing in another line, to her right and behind. She heard their conversation, very soft, alternating between Chinese and English, mainly discussing American universities. The boy seemed to be his cousin, accompanying him to buy books. Their line moved slightly faster than hers, and they placed their books on the counter at the same time. The boy faced Ming Sheng, resting his arm on the counter between them, taking a small step back, accidentally bumping into Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder.

“Oh, sorry.”

The boy turned to look at Qiao Qingyu, while Ming Sheng remained impassive, not even lifting his eyelids.

Qiao Qingyu hurriedly shook her head, saying “It’s okay” twice. The checkout continued and quickly ended. Walking out of the bookstore, Qiao Qingyu felt she had acted nervously, and became dissatisfied with herself.

She had thought she had already composed herself, but suddenly seeing him made that tingling feeling emerge from her heart again. After two months without seeing him, she felt he was different. His height more steady, cold and distant, hard to approach, but completely lacking that childish arrogance—he was now a proud youth.

Looking so unreachable—

At night, Qiao Qingyu packed the organized test papers and books one by one into her schoolbag, preparing for the official start of senior year the next day. During these days without Li Fanghao at home, her behavior had been mechanical, her schedule as precise as a clock. When putting in the last new light green soft-cover notebook, she hesitated, then opened it and carefully wrote on the blank title page: “There will be time to ride the wind and break the waves, To hoist the sail straight into the clouds across the sea.”

While writing, her pen paused as she remembered the calligraphy Qiao Baiyu had written at age twelve, and suddenly realized—at that time, Qiao Baiyu’s words had been meant for Qiao Jinrui, who was about to take the college entrance exam.

Ah.

This notebook would be used for recording wrong answers. Qiao Qingyu thought as she stuffed the light green notebook into her bag.

Ming Sheng was right, she was indeed an uninteresting person. Every day just a triangle between classroom, cafeteria, and home, silent and withdrawn, reading too many profound world classics, her head stuffed full of heavy thoughts. This was who she was, Qiao Qingyu, an uninteresting girl, not light, not at ease, not beautiful.

There was the sound of a key in the lock—Qiao Lusheng returning from the restaurant.

These days he had been coming home an hour or so later than usual. With Li Fanghao away, he had more to do, and no longer watched TV when he got home, usually going straight to shower and then to bed after entering the door. Today, extraordinarily, he didn’t go to shower when he returned but knocked on Qiao Qingyu’s plywood door.

“Qingqing asleep?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu got up to open the door latch, “Dad.”

“Mm, sit for a while,” Qiao Lusheng stepped in and sat on the corner of the bed, “Tomorrow’s the start of school, officially the final year.”

“Mm.”

“Is studying difficult?”

“Not difficult.”

Qiao Lusheng tilted his neck slightly to look at her, his tired drooping eyes full of love.

“There’ll be evening self-study after school starts?”

“It’s still voluntary,” Qiao Qingyu answered, “But, the school has a good study atmosphere, I’ll stay for evening self-study before coming home.”

“Better to study at home, Dad and Mom bought you air conditioning, not hot in summer not cold in winter,” Qiao Lusheng said while stretching his hunched back, giving a big yawn, “It gets dark early now, better to come home earlier.”

“Okay.”

Father and daughter didn’t speak further, Qiao Lusheng closed his tired eyes, tears squeezed out from his previous yawn filling the creases at the corners of his eyes, glistening.

“Dad.”

Qiao Lusheng opened his eyes.

“Is it difficult for you?”

“Not difficult,” he shook his head, standing up at the same time, “We’ve weathered all sorts of storms, now just need to support your college education, no other thoughts, not difficult… Go to sleep early.”

He left, closing the door. The electric fan under the window hummed, and summer cicadas desperately tried to hold onto the summer heat with their calls, just like every previous year. Qiao Qingyu sat quietly for a while, didn’t go to bed, but turned on the computer instead.

I love you too.

Centered, enlarged, then enter, enter again. The four characters of the title were pure gold, typing line after line felt like weaving a basket, just to catch their constantly dripping fragments. What drove her was the sincerity in her heart. In the quiet of the night, Qiao Qingyu stopped typing, turned off the computer, set her alarm, went to bed, and fell into deep sleep.

The next day she spent two hours first reading and revising the article she had written in one go the night before, then carefully copied it onto clean letter paper. On the third day, after returning home she cut out the New Concept registration form from “Sprout” magazine, filled in the school name and other information, left the photo and phone number columns blank, folded it together with the copied article, and put them in an envelope. On the fourth day, after the senior year preliminary test ended, she put a stamp on the envelope, wrote the address on Julu Road in Shanghai, and dropped the envelope into the mailbox.

It was September, but the sun was still scorching, melting stones into flowing gold.

Qiao Qingyu still walked without an umbrella. She didn’t know if the sunlight had darkened her skin a bit, she hoped it had, as a mark of her existence in this summer.

This hot summer, except for the sea of exam questions, the world was empty.



Chapter 49: Sincerity
When Wang Mumu’s second letter arrived, the first round of revision had just begun. Unlike last time, Wang Mumu used Renmin University’s envelope and wrote her name after the return address.

“You want to go to Renmin University too?” Guan Lan handed the letter to Qiao Qingyu, her face full of curiosity.

Qiao Qingyu understood her confusion—otherwise, why would Wang Mumu write to her?

“No,” she said nervously, trying to maintain a natural tone, “Sister Mumu and I are friends, we’re quite close.”

“Quite close?” Guan Lan couldn’t hide her surprise, then suddenly realized, “Oh right, you live in the same direction.”

“Yes, same neighborhood, she lives in the building opposite mine.”

“That close? Then Grandpa Sheng’s house is opposite yours too?”

“Yes.”

“Chaoyang New Village is so big…” Guan Lan looked shocked, “You live directly opposite Senior Mumu’s house?”

Qiao Qingyu had intended to brush off this question, but in reality, she shook her head, and before she could speak, Guan Lan excitedly cut in: “Opposite Grandpa Sheng’s house?”

“Um,” Qiao Qingyu pressed her lips together, like someone who had done something wrong, weakly admitting: “Yes.”

Guan Lan’s mouth hung open as she plopped down beside Qiao Qingyu, leaning in mysteriously: “Wow, that’s explosive. Let me ask you quietly, is there something between Sheng and Senior Mumu?”

Qiao Qingyu leaned back slightly, hesitantly asking in return: “What do you mean by something?”

“You know, that something,” Guan Lan grinned, “Don’t you think he became very dejected during the period before last year’s college entrance exam, and after Senior Mumu graduated?”

“Oh.”

“They say after the college entrance exam, Senior Mumu’s father fell ill, and Sheng would go to the hospital every day after school to comfort her,” Guan Lan said, “It shocked us all. Never seen him care so much about any girl.”

“Mm.”

“He liked going back to Chaoyang New Village a lot last year, you live opposite both of them, surely you must have noticed something?”

“No.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Couldn’t notice anything,” Qiao Qingyu paused, then said with all her courage, “Because there was nothing between them.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure.”

Guan Lan looked at her with disbelief: “No, I feel you’re wrong, you’re too absorbed in your own world… Besides, you can’t watch the opposite building all the time, when they close their curtains, how would you know what happens?”

Qiao Qingyu felt somewhat helpless but was also amused by her: “Then why ask me?”

“Just asking,” Guan Lan raised her eyebrows playfully, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial tone, “Sheng’s ignoring Deng Meixi now, she’s miserable, I want to help her find out why.”

“Mm.”

“I heard Senior Mumu moved too?”

“Yes.”

“Where to?”

“Beijing,” Qiao Qingyu answered, “With her mother. Her father passed away.”

“Passed away?” Guan Lan’s eyes widened again.

“He passed on the day summer vacation started, that’s why you haven’t heard.” Qiao Qingyu explained.

Guan Lan nodded convincingly, looking at Qiao Qingyu up and down with amazed eyes as if seeing her for the first time: “Wow, I’m discovering you’re a hidden expert.”

Qiao Qingyu was amused again, laughing somewhat embarrassedly.

“I just happened to live close to them,” she paused, then added, “Once.”

“Mm, I decided to believe you, better to believe you than other nonsense,” Guan Lan said cheerfully, “There’s nothing between Sheng and Senior Mumu. I’ll tell Deng Meixi right away, tell her to stop overthinking.”

Chatting with Guan Lan gave Qiao Qingyu a different feeling; her relaxed attitude made Qiao Qingyu feel pleasant. After Guan Lan left, she opened Wang Mumu’s letter and read about Wang Mumu’s joy after entering university.

“In high school, I was too concerned about how classmates saw me, afraid to show any imperfect aspects of my life, fearing it would break their ideal image of me,” she wrote, “Now I’ve adjusted my mindset, accepted reality, applied for student loans, and quickly found a tutoring job. I’m in the law department, and the other day I asked a professor about my father’s debts. The professor said it’s not difficult to resolve and will have her former students help me, without charging legal fees. Qingqing, my heart feels filled with new motivation, full of passionate dedication. Everything in my life is improving.”

At the end of the letter, she left her new mobile number, dormitory phone number, and return address.

Closing the letter, Qiao Qingyu looked out the window, the ever-flourishing camphor tree filling her heart. The first-morning class was about to begin, the tennis court in front of the camphor tree was empty, and on the equally empty basketball court behind it, a boy jumped high, the basketball in his hands drawing a smooth arc through the morning sunlight, crossing half the court to land steadily in the hoop.

It was Ming Sheng.

English class was about to start, but he seemed to have no intention of returning, continuing to dribble and shoot on the basketball court. The classroom air conditioning was still on, and windows tightly closed, but Qiao Qingyu could feel the sound of the basketball hitting the ground, thump, thump-thump, thump. She knew he was preparing for this year’s city basketball tournament, wanting to lift the championship trophy. The last chance, yes.

English teacher Xiao Wu stood at the podium. Qiao Qingyu came back to her senses, suppressing her desire to look out the window again.

Everyone is sweating profusely, she told herself. I must work hard too—

September was the lingering spark after summer’s sweep, and in October, the earth cleansed itself, offering all its colors and fragrance, responding with sincerity to the sky’s generous expanse of blue. The air conditioning was long unused, the autumn wind gusted through the open windows, and everyone had switched to long sleeves. Qiao Qingyu was the same. She was buried in a sea of exam papers, books piled higher than the windowsill on her desk, occasionally rustling in the wind—one of the few moving sounds in the stagnant time.

She still habitually turned her head toward the window when lost in thought or spacing out, growing accustomed to Ming Sheng’s occasional appearance on the basketball court. During time away from school, she had also grown accustomed to life without Li Fanghao beside her. Wang Mumu later sent another letter, which Qiao Qingyu kept carefully in her desk drawer at home along with the previous two. The letters didn’t mention any boys, and she even secretly hoped Li Fanghao would suddenly return home one day and read the letters without permission, so she wouldn’t have to bring up the sleeping pills herself.

Sister’s matter can remain unspoken forever, but I can’t pretend not to know about the sleeping pills, Qiao Qingyu thought. I must make Mom understand that taking care of yourself isn’t wrong, you should trust that your daughter has grown up and can bear her guilt.

She anxiously imagined waiting for the moment of confrontation with Li Fanghao. Would Mom be furious or heartbroken, would she curse her or hold her and cry?

Qiao Qingyu hoped her performance would satisfy Li Fanghao. Looking back at the past three months, she believed she had truly maintained a singular focus. In the preliminary test, return-to-school test, and two monthly tests, she had improved by several ranks each time. In the most recent monthly test, she ranked forty-eighth in the grade—excluding those already admitted through recommendations, this score could get her into Peking or Tsinghua University.

The daily pressure had left her somewhat exhausted. She no longer went to the library, and in her reply to Wang Mumu, she said her soul was rapidly withering.

“I’m like a clock, my mom wound me up long ago,” Qiao Qingyu wrote, “Remember the eagle I told you about? Eagles also circle, repeating the same path in the sky, but eagles are free, they can leave at any time.”

Writing these words, Qiao Qingyu admitted she had seen and thought of Ming Sheng. He had invested all available time into basketball, his practicing figure inspiring Qiao Qingyu like the motivational quotes behind the camphor tree. Of course, she believed her admiration for Ming Sheng was normal, just like many other classmates thought—look, Ming Sheng was already guaranteed a starting position yet still worked so hard, what excuse do we have not to give it our all? Look, exams are like basketball games, one success doesn’t guarantee continued success, and only through diligent practice can we ensure ultimate victory. That’s the principle. Her praise for Ming Sheng hadn’t crossed any boundaries, it was reasonable.

What wasn’t reasonable was her melancholy, sitting behind the glass window, envying Ming Sheng’s vast world where he could sweat freely.

“I’m not an eagle, I don’t have the right to choose,” Qiao Qingyu wrote again, “I grew up in a confined space rather than the vast sky, the firmament I’ve long gazed up at is actually a transparent dome, I can never obtain true freedom. Understanding this, understanding that I can never truly escape the world I grew up in, grades can’t bring me real happiness.”

“You should write, words are boundless,” in her reply, Wang Mumu encouraged her, “That’s your sky.”

Qiao Qingyu seriously considered Wang Mumu’s suggestion. Two days later, while waiting for the bus home after school, she walked into the stationery store behind the bus stop and bought a thin notebook with the same light green cover. This notebook, she decided, would stay at school, for jotting down her occasional thoughts or worries.

After buying the notebook, she did another thing—used the store’s phone to call Wang Mumu’s dormitory.

“Qingqing!”

“Sister Mumu.”

They didn’t talk long, as Wang Mumu was about to leave to take the subway across half of Beijing for tutoring. In their brief conversation, she asked Qiao Qingyu if she had returned the book to Ming Sheng, her tone sounding very casual and relaxed.

“Mm,” for some reason Qiao Qingyu decided to lie, “I returned it.”

“When is your mom coming back?” Wang Mumu asked, seemingly completely forgetting about the photo in the book.

“My grandfather can stand now,” Qiao Qingyu said, “But he’s not as strong as before, so my mom is still in Nan Qiao Village taking care of him.”

“Then your home is even quieter,” Wang Mumu laughed, “The environment I dreamed of in high school.”

Not just quiet, but lonely, solitary. When pulling the curtains at night, Qiao Qingyu unconsciously looked across, Grandpa Sheng’s house, once the clearest, was now full of domestic life, while Wang Mumu’s cluttered kitchen had become empty and neat, silent and still. This stirred a strange, faint melancholy in her heart.

The day after calling Wang Mumu, during lunch when Ming Sheng wasn’t at his seat and most of the class had gone to the cafeteria, Qiao Qingyu took out “The Little Girl at the Window” that had been lying in her bag for three or four months, and placed it neatly in the center of Ming Sheng’s desk.

That half photo, she tucked into the same page where Wang Mumu had originally placed it.

“Tch~”

At the sound, Qiao Qingyu saw Ye Zilin leaning against the wall, looking at her with contempt.

“Putting more messy stuff on Sheng’s desk?”

“None of your business.”

“Slut, just like your sister.”

“Say that again?”

“Slut, slut,” Ye Zilin sat up straight, “Your sister would sleep with anyone who had money, you think you’re any better? A family of loose women.”

Qiao Qingyu hoped she could ignore it and walk away with dignity, but she couldn’t.

“Always acting so high and mighty, even writing articles to defend your sister… you must feel guilty, with your sister being such a slut, she seduced your brother first…”

The commotion between them startled the few classmates still studying in the classroom, who turned their heads, and then turned back expressionlessly.

“Shut up.” Qiao Qingyu trembled all over.

“Hit a nerve, didn’t I,” Ye Zilin turned away lightly, “Those who deserve pity must have done something to deserve hatred.”

Qiao Qingyu felt she should walk away now, if she didn’t she would become a madwoman, would rush over and tear apart Ye Zilin’s greasy face. But she still didn’t move. Tears crowded in her eyes as she struggled to hold them back.

“Qiao Qingyu?” Guan Lan’s voice came from behind, “What are you doing standing here?”

The tears fell just as she hurriedly turned around, through the blur she saw four faces at the back door: Guan Lan, Deng Meixi, Chen Shen, and Ming Sheng.

She felt herself utterly ridiculous, yet her nose grew more sour, her eyes like broken dams.

“Qiao Qingyu?” Guan Lan came closer, holding her sleeve, looking up at her with concern: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m fine,” Qiao Qingyu quickly raised her hand to wipe away tears, forcing a smile, “I’m fine.”

“Why are you crying behind Sheng’s seat?”

In her peripheral vision, Qiao Qingyu knew Ming Sheng hadn’t moved since seeing her, facing her, still standing in the doorway. She didn’t dare to turn and meet his gaze.

“I was returning a book for Sister Mumu,” she explained to Guan Lan, “I put it on the desk, please tell Ming Sheng.”

Then she ran, passing between the shocked Chen Shen and Deng Meixi, brushing past Ming Sheng’s tense shoulder, fleeing the scene.



Chapter 50: Autumn
After she fled that day, Qiao Qingyu later learned what happened in the classroom through fragments of conversations with her classmates. When Ming Sheng picked up his book, a photo fell out. Chen Shen helped pick it up, and Guan Lan’s startled cry drew Deng Meixi’s attention. Ming Sheng ended up being the last one to see the photo.

However, his expression changed when he saw it, becoming unusually serious. Some said his face had already looked different when he saw the book. But none of that mattered—what mattered was that their previous speculations seemed confirmed: Wang Mumu had cut their old photo in half, returning Ming Sheng’s portion to him, decisively severing their connection. And Ming Sheng was more melancholic than before.

How easily people are deceived by appearances, Qiao Qingyu told herself rationally, though it felt like a needle had pierced her lungs. When she heard others discussing Ming Sheng and Wang Mumu with such certainty, each breath became painful.

It seemed everyone understood them better than she did. Everything appeared so simple and clear-cut to others, exactly as they described it. Only she, driven by some inexplicable desire, some pitiful form of self-protection, allowed herself to believe in her self-deceptive “intuition.”

Hadn’t she relied on mere intuition when she adamantly denied any relationship between Ming Sheng and Wang Mumu to Guan Lan? How could she be so certain nothing had happened between them? Wouldn’t Wang Mumu’s self-harm, the pressure of college entrance exams, and her father’s death be enough to awaken Ming Sheng’s heroic nature?

The crucial point was that Ming Sheng hadn’t denied any of these rumors, had he?

Sometimes when Ming Sheng walked back from the basketball court to the classroom, Qiao Qingyu’s gaze would unconsciously follow him. Usually, he just dribbled the ball or carried it casually under his arm. Occasionally, on a whim, he would toss it high into the air and catch it. Once, Qiao Qingyu felt Ming Sheng noticed her watching when he looked up, but he still caught the falling ball smoothly, acting as if nothing had happened, his steps remaining composed. At that moment, Qiao Qingyu’s heart trembled with pain. Wake up, she told herself for the nth time—Ming Sheng had truly stopped caring about her long ago.

Those involved are often blind to the truth. Perhaps all her adamant assertions to Guan Lan were just her pathetic wishful thinking.

These thoughts made Qiao Qingyu feel wretched. Twice when she encountered Guan Lan on her way to school, Guan Lan greeted her with a smile, but she shrank back timidly. One afternoon, seeing her deskmate wasn’t around, Guan Lan quietly approached and mysteriously spread the latest school newspaper before her eyes.

“This article,” Guan Lan pointed to a piece titled ‘One Hundred Times I Heard’ on the fourth page, tilting her head to ask Qiao Qingyu, “You wrote it, didn’t you?”

Qiao Qingyu’s face instantly flushed red. Last week, using her green notebook for the first time, she had only intended to record her feelings briefly but ended up writing two pages. That same day, she tore out those pages and submitted them to the school newspaper’s contribution box.

“Why submit it anonymously?” Guan Lan smiled. “You’re quite brave—writing about things none of us dare say in front of A’Sheng and publishing them in the school paper.”

“Can people tell I was writing about him?”

“Only a blind person wouldn’t notice,” Guan Lan suppressed a laugh and began reciting from the article, “Two windows, one bright and one dark, reflecting not…”

“Stop reading!” Qiao Qingyu was mortified. “Is it really that obvious?”

“As obvious as Ming Sheng is at school, that’s how obvious your article is,” Guan Lan said. “He read it yesterday. Didn’t he come to trouble you about it?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head. “I submitted it anonymously.”

“Well, he is a boy after all, and the subject of the piece. Maybe he didn’t read it that carefully,” Guan Lan nodded. “Hey, didn’t you insist before that there was nothing between him and Wang Mumu? You know how much I believed you.”

Qiao Qingyu instantly felt a mix of emotions: “I’m sorry… since Sister Mumu never mentioned anything between her and Ming Sheng, I…”

“I said you were being silly,” Guan Lan patted her shoulder reassuringly. “But you’re really funny—most people just talk about these things, but you went and wrote a whole article sympathizing with their situation. You know, I’m actually like that too. When I watch TV and see couples who are perfect for each other but don’t end up together in real life, I get so frustrated I want to rush in and tie them up!”

But Qiao Qingyu felt Guan Lan’s example wasn’t quite the same as what she had written.

“How did you feel after reading the article?” she cautiously asked Guan Lan.

“I felt that this kind of hazy yet deep love is really beautiful,” Guan Lan said. “It’s so pure. You write well!”

“Did you think the writer had ulterior motives?”

“Not at all,” Guan Lan looked at her strangely. “It feels like the writer cherishes this beauty even more than the people involved.”

Qiao Qingyu’s heart eased a little.

“But staying anonymous was the right choice,” Guan Lan said seriously, leaning in closer. “Did you know Ye Zilin is giving up on America and going to Australia because A’Sheng dislikes him?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head; she knew nothing about this.

“A’Sheng hasn’t been speaking to Ye Zilin for a while, right? So Ye Zilin started hanging out with other basketball team members, often treating them to meals. A’Sheng usually wouldn’t say anything about it, but the other day, something happened,” Guan Lan frowned. “Ye Zilin was just sitting there watching them practice, and A’Sheng threw the ball at him.”

“He didn’t hit Ye Zilin directly, just near him,” Guan Lan softly responded to Qiao Qingyu’s shock, “but his intention was clear. Then, when Ye Zilin picked up the ball to return it, A’Sheng told him to get lost.”

She threw up her hands in confusion: “What happened? None of us know… Ye Zilin hadn’t done anything… Then, that same day after school, Ye Zilin was talking to Chen Yuqian at the entrance about going to America and stuff, and A’Sheng passed by and said, ‘You’re still thinking about going to America?'”

“Two days later, when Ye Zilin was talking to others, he said he was going to Australia next year,” Guan Lan explained, worried Qiao Qingyu might not understand. “It was A’Sheng’s tone, you know? How should I put it… it made Ye Zilin feel like trash like his mere presence would pollute the air…”

A torrent seemed to surge through Qiao Qingyu’s chest.

“Mm.”

“Why are you so calm about this?” Guan Lan looked at her reproachfully. “Everyone used to say A’Sheng would never turn against his classmates, and he and Ye Zilin used to be so close. Who would have thought… Don’t you find it scary?”

“He’s always been scary.”

“You think he’s scary yet you still write articles for the school paper?” Guan Lan looked at her incredulously, then quickly smiled. “Wow, Qiao Qingyu, I’m discovering you’re quite an interesting person.”

“You’re the interesting one.” Qiao Qingyu smiled genuinely—Guan Lan was cheerful, frank, and innocent, always able to make her laugh. Talking with her was truly enjoyable.

“I wouldn’t dare expose A’Sheng’s love life in the school paper…”

“I didn’t name names.”

“Still, I admire your courage,” Guan Lan patted her shoulder. “Just pray for yourself and hope A’Sheng doesn’t figure it out.”

This conversation didn’t bring any changes to the stagnant life of their senior year. Several days passed, and Qiao Qingyu was sure Guan Lan had worried too much—Ming Sheng didn’t care at all who wrote the article. As the city basketball tournament approached, he spent increasingly less time in the classroom and had unsurprisingly made the school team’s starting lineup. He doesn’t care about these things, Qiao Qingyu thought with both relief and dejection—these idle spectators, these trivial matters of love.

Lately, when Qiao Qingyu gazed out the window, she increasingly felt a vibrant energy emanating from Ming Sheng. His agility while dribbling, the grace of his jumps, his never-ending vitality. His courage to forge ahead, his unhesitating turns. His hair danced in the morning glow, his slender silhouette against the light. Every time she watched him jump, she had the illusion he might fly away. She felt he was practicing to take flight, preparing to leave all this behind.

All the clamor of the teaching building, all the gloom of Chaoyang New Village.

For some reason, whenever Qiao Qingyu thought of Ming Sheng’s grandfather, she would envision an elderly man wearing a navy blue Chinese-style cotton jacket. Though his features were unclear, he felt extraordinarily familiar. After trying hard to remember for two or three days, she vaguely recalled meeting such a kind, gentle elderly man by Qiao Baiyu’s grave during her Chinese New Year escape.

At that time, hadn’t he awakened her when she was about to lose consciousness, comforted her, and urged her to return home?

That memory floated in Qiao Qingyu’s mind between reality and fantasy. Now thinking back, it seemed deeply meaningful. Amidst her jumbled thoughts and emotions, she bypassed all rational thinking and stubbornly convinced herself this was her destined connection with Ming Sheng—that kind old man who had understood her feelings, whose mere memory brought her inexplicable peace, must have carried a soul from the same source as Ming Sheng’s.

Time and again, passing by from the back row, seeing Ming Sheng’s neat desk, she felt the urge to slip a note into his drawer. “For some people, death means disappearance; for others, death doesn’t prevent them from living forever,” she wanted to write. “Your respectable and lovable grandfather belongs to the latter category—I can prove it.”

This sentence circled in her mind for several days but never made it onto paper. One afternoon in mid-November, rain began falling outside the window. The psychology teacher, Le Fan, entered the classroom and handed everyone a blank sheet of paper, telling them to draw freely as a way to reduce stress. Like many others, Qiao Qingyu stared blankly at the paper, having no idea how to begin.

“How can we express ourselves on such small paper, Teacher?”

The voice came from Ming Sheng. Le Fan laughed along with everyone else: “Should I give you the blackboard instead?”

Everyone turned to see Ming Sheng’s reaction, but Qiao Qingyu lowered her head—for some reason, her heart was racing. During the brief moment, Ming Sheng walked to the blackboard, gripped her blue pen tightly, and drew a transparent raindrop in the center of her white paper.

As the rain outside grew heavier, the classroom quieted down. Qiao Qingyu drew raindrops aimlessly, her ears catching every sound of chalk scratching against the blackboard. When her paper was finally filled with raindrops, she slowly looked up, just as Ming Sheng put down the chalk and turned around, their faces meeting directly.

Their eyes met, and just as the volcano inside her erupted, he looked away.

Teacher Le Fan tilted her head to examine his chalk drawing on the wall, asking if it was a soft and gorgeous wing.

“No,” Ming Sheng immediately denied, definitively. “It’s a wave.”

“Oh right, it’s blue,” Teacher Le Fan nodded in sudden realization. “What a graceful and powerful wave. Such brushwork clearly shows considerable skill… What made you think of drawing a wave? Since you chose to draw in front of everyone, you wouldn’t mind telling us your reason, would you?”

“Didn’t you say we could draw anything?” Ming Sheng said. “I just drew randomly.”

Everyone laughed, including Le Fan.

“However,” Ming Sheng shook his head, his gaze traveling from near to far, perfectly skipping over Qiao Qingyu who was staring at him from the middle of the classroom, “my favorite book is ‘The Old Man and the Sea,’ so,” he drew back his gaze and smiled, revealing an inexplicable joy, “even drawing randomly has its reason.”

He mentioned his grandfather. He said that when he was young, he thought only saving the world made someone a hero, but his grandfather showed him this book and told him that never admitting defeat makes one a hero. Life may be ordinary, but everyone can be their hero, as long as he, or she, possesses an independent, noble, and resilient soul.

Then he spoke about his grandfather’s end-of-life choice, and amid the slight surprise of his classmates, he candidly discussed his past incomprehension and even resentment, including how he didn’t speak to his father for an entire year during tenth grade.

“Later I realized how childish I was,” Ming Sheng said. “Using the most primitive method to handle conflicts with my father showed no heroic spirit at all. I should have acted like a mature adult, sat down, and communicated righteously with my father, letting my anger ring true. If you don’t want to be treated like a child, don’t act like one, right?”

Le Fan nodded approvingly with a smile: “Did you talk with your father then?”

“Yes,” Ming Sheng smiled easily. “He said he’d felt guilty all along, thinking he hadn’t handled things well and should have let me see Grandfather one last time. He apologized to me.”

“In a hospital like Provincial No. 1, always overcrowded, resources must have been scarce. Perhaps your father had difficulties he couldn’t explain,” Le Fan said kindly.

“My father explained the situation—there weren’t enough machines, and suddenly a more critical patient with survival chances came in,” Ming Sheng said seriously. “But… these practical circumstances could have been explained to me right away, right? Waiting until after the middle school entrance exam to tell me only made me distrustful and dissatisfied.”

Le Fan nodded: “You’re right. We humans invented language for communication, didn’t we?”

“My father and I both reflected on ourselves and now we don’t argue when we meet.”

Le Fan smiled: “That’s heartening to hear.”

He had thus reclaimed the “secret” he once gave her—Qiao Qingyu thought, her chest aching—but indeed, yes, how heartening.

What a clear-minded and resilient person. She gazed at Ming Sheng absently, completely captivated by that extraordinarily handsome face—

Two or three days before the city basketball tournament began, a piece of gossip reached Qiao Qingyu through Guan Lan. That day, just after the universities’ art and sports talent recruitment guidelines were released, Su Tian, who practiced aerobics daily in the gymnasium alongside the basketball team, jokingly asked Ming Sheng whether she should apply to the Beijing Film Academy or the Central Academy of Drama. Unexpectedly, Ming Sheng seriously replied that anywhere was fine as long as it wasn’t America.

Yes, Su Tian was also planning to go to America. Reportedly, Ming Sheng’s response made Su Tian’s eyes redden on the spot. The conversation happened at the boys’ locker room entrance, and others withdrew upon seeing this, leaving just the two of them.

“Why?” People heard Su Tian ask coquettishly from around the corner. “My parents decided long ago to send me to America. I won’t disturb your studies!”

“Because you annoy me.”

“Are you so sure I’ll bother you?”

“Won’t you?”

Ming Sheng’s voice was ice-cold, causing Su Tian to burst into tears: “How can you be like this? Everyone knows I like you, but you’re bullying me! I’m a girl, can’t you give me some face?”

“I find it annoying.”

Incredibly cold, and by the time Chen Yuqian tentatively went around to check the situation, Ming Sheng had vanished, leaving only Su Tian crouching on the ground, crying.

Guan Lan vividly described this scene, then crossed her arms and stared at Qiao Qingyu’s face like waiting for a chemical reaction.

“You,” Qiao Qingyu hesitantly drew back her shoulders, “what are you doing?”

“Just want to see how you react.”

“What?” Qiao Qingyu laughed awkwardly. “You told me all this just to see my reaction?”

“Because it’s fun,” Guan Lan grinned. “Don’t you know I’m crazy?”

“I’m not a child,” Qiao Qingyu also smiled. “Stop teasing me.”

“Mm~” Guan Lan looked at Qiao Qingyu with satisfaction. “The city tournament starts Saturday afternoon, our school against Yu Cai, tough opponents, first game. Are you going?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “No.”

“Why? Teacher Sun encouraged everyone to go.”

“My mom is very strict with me.”

“Just tell your mom it’s a mandatory group activity, and A’Sheng said the first game is important, there’ll be a group photo afterward.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled helplessly: “A group photo can’t be a reason, can it?”

“Want me to be direct?”

“What?”

“Don’t be scared when I say it, I, well, feel,” Guan Lan raised her eyebrows at her, deliberately leaving spaces in her words, her eyes full of mischievous light, “I feel A’Sheng wants you to come.”

Her heart skipped a beat, and Qiao Qingyu hesitated, her eyes wandering uncertainly before settling on Guan Lan’s face: “You’re mistaken.”

“My intuition is very accurate, you know.”

“Intuition is most likely to be wrong.”

“Let’s make a bet whether I’m wrong,” Guan Lan smiled meaningfully, hooking an arm around Qiao Qingyu’s neck and whispering in her ear, “If A’Sheng stands behind you during the photo, I win, otherwise you win.”

She released Qiao Qingyu and raised her eyebrows again, looking completely confident.

“You’re trying to trick me into going.”

“Are you brave enough?”

“I think it’s silly.”

“I’ll tell you what, if you don’t dare, I’ll think you’re feeling guilty,” Guan Lan hooked Qiao Qingyu’s neck again. “It means you also have feelings for A’Sheng…”

“Alright, alright,” Qiao Qingyu hurriedly broke free. “I’ll go.”

She was a bit angry at herself for being so easily drawn in by Guan Lan. But she didn’t dislike Guan Lan’s little schemes at all; on the contrary, she liked her carefree nature.

That Saturday brought light rain, and Qiao Qingyu stepped on decaying leaves as she left the residential complex. The weather forecast predicted a cold wave next week, so the chilly autumn wind now brushing her face carried the last hint of warmth before winter. Reaching the intersection, Qiao Qingyu lowered her umbrella to cover her upper body—inside the newsstand, Mrs. Feng’s small eyes were watching like surveillance cameras, as usual.

Since she’d already been seen, Qiao Qingyu thought, her body turning a corner, she might as well head to the noodle shop.

The shop had just quieted down, Qiao Huan was calculating accounts behind the counter, and Qiao Lusheng was washing dishes in the back kitchen. After greeting Qiao Huan, Qiao Qingyu went to the kitchen and hesitantly told him about going to the city gymnasium to watch the basketball game.

“You like watching basketball?” Qiao Lusheng bent over the sink, his hands not stopping.

“It’s just, a group activity,” Qiao Qingyu explained guiltily. “Teacher Sun said there’ll be a group photo, hopes everyone can come.”

“Half a day went just like that, you alone, your mom definitely won’t agree,” Qiao Lusheng said while scrubbing dishes. “What about Xiaoyu? Let him go with you.”

“Xiaoyu has a training match today, and won’t be back until tomorrow.”

“Oh right,” Qiao Lusheng turned off the tap, shook his hands, straightened up, and nodded his chin. “Here, take the phone from my pants pocket and call your mom to ask.”

All hope suddenly crumbled, and Qiao Qingyu stood motionless.

“You want to go?” Qiao Lusheng asked.

“I’ll just go for the photo and come back,” Qiao Qingyu pleaded weakly. “Dad, the game ends around five, I’ll go at four-thirty and be home by five-thirty.”

Qiao Lusheng bent down to wash dishes again: “If you want to go, then go.”

“When Mom comes back, I’ll explain to her myself…”

“Don’t worry about it, just go,” Qiao Lusheng comforted her with a smile. “We won’t say anything, your mom won’t know.”

It was almost unbelievable. To avoid the newsstand, after leaving the shop, Qiao Qingyu didn’t take her usual route but chose a different direction, arriving at another unfamiliar bus stop. There was no direct bus on the stop sign, so she picked a route that required one transfer, reaching the city gymnasium near three o’clock.

She heard cheering from inside at the entrance. She stopped, excited, nervous, and guilty—the image of Li Fang’s hard work and sacrifice for the family hung like lead weights on her feet.

Also, she felt stupid. Everyone was used to her absence from these activities; suddenly appearing at Ming Sheng’s basketball game would draw attention.

The cheers from inside came in waves, making her timid. Rain was still falling, and the path beside the gymnasium was covered in phoenix tree leaves, a wet and desolate yellow. Qiao Qingyu thought about giving up, treating it as just a walk, and going home. But just as she turned, someone caught her arm.

“Ha, came but trying to escape?” Guan Lan gripped her tightly like catching a fugitive. “Good thing I came out to look…”

Without another word, she pulled Qiao Qingyu inside and settled her in a pre-saved seat. Qiao Qingyu felt like she’d fallen into a pot of boiling water—people everywhere, waves of sound, the atmosphere so intense it could blow off the roof. Being at such an event for the first time, she felt overwhelmed.

“Know which one is A’Sheng?” Guan Lan asked after cheering twice. Another pair of eyes looked over from her other side—it was Deng Meixi.

Their seats weren’t close to the court, and Qiao Qingyu hadn’t adjusted yet, so she shook her head bewilderedly.

“Red jerseys are our school,” Guan Lan said loudly. “Number 23, Jordan’s number, that’s A’Sheng!”

Worried Qiao Qingyu still couldn’t find him, she added: “The one who’s most afraid of showing skin, wearing a black T-shirt under his red jersey!”

She turned back afterward, but Deng Meixi took two more seconds before withdrawing her gaze.

Qiao Qingyu felt quite uncomfortable. She easily found Ming Sheng—among the tall players, at 1.82 meters he looked small, but was undoubtedly the most eye-catching on the court, wearing a black and white headband, his face and figure exceptionally clean-cut.

Not understanding basketball and unable to be swept up in the surrounding atmosphere, throughout the game, Qiao Qingyu felt like a piece of dried wood. She kept thinking herself foolish until the game ended with Second High’s victory. When Class Five’s students, including Sun Yinglong, mostly gathered at the court, she felt a bit better—at least Guan Lan wasn’t wrong, everyone except Ye Zilin had indeed come.

Like during the spring tour, she stood at the far side of the second row. Guan Lan with her mysterious smile was in front, Chen Shen and Gao Chi behind. Ming Sheng first took photos with the team and then ran over to join them.

He stood with Sun Yinglong, in the middle of the second row of female students.

The camera flashed twice and it was over. Everyone dispersed, and Qiao Qingyu responded to Guan Lan’s gaze with an inconspicuous smile, but inside she felt bare, as desolate as the phoenix trees along the road.



Chapter 51: Blank Space
As December arrived, temperatures dropped day by day, and Qiao Qingyu dug out that moon-white turtleneck sweater from her closet. Among her pitifully few clothes, this was the one she least wanted to wear, but two weeks of continuous rain had left the balcony crowded with clothes, leaving her no other choice.

By now, Li Fanghao hadn’t been home for four months. That day, Qiao Huan came to pack Li Fanghao’s winter clothes to send back with a fellow villager. Qiao Qingyu helped with the organizing, spending half an hour in her parents’ bedroom.

The last time she’d entered this room was over a year ago, also to organize clothes, when Li Fanghao had held her hand and worriedly mentioned Ming Sheng. Remembering her adamant denials then, Qiao Qingyu felt deeply remorseful. She had to admit Li Fanghao’s intuition had been accurate—even she hadn’t expected that just a year later, in the monotonous life of a senior year, her every breath would be tied to Ming Sheng.

Yes, without exaggeration, whenever she wasn’t thinking, every breath contained his shadow.

With Li Fanghao away, no one noticed her changes. Qiao Qingyu thought perhaps this was why she’d become so indulgent. With a heart bent on self-punishment, she began hoping for Li Fanghao’s early return, both to help herself regain focus and to free Li Fanghao from her uncle’s family’s oppression.

“Sister’s matter is settled,” Qiao Qingyu told herself. “I can’t be careless about Mom’s situation.”

After finishing with the clothes, before closing the wardrobe, Qiao Qingyu glanced at the white safe—it remained in its place, quiet and still.

Qiao Lusheng was watching TV in the living room while blow-drying clothes. Qiao Huan said goodbye and left with a bag of clothes. Qiao Qingyu walked out of the room, about to close the door, when Qiao Lusheng said: “Don’t close it, here, fold these dry clothes and take them in.”

Just as she started folding before Detective Di Renjie’s words had finished on TV, commercials cut in.

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu smiled, “aren’t you tired of watching this?”

“Haven’t watched in a long time,” Qiao Lusheng said. “With your mom away, there’s so much more to do.”

“Mm.”

“I haven’t even managed your studies,” Qiao Lusheng shook his head with a smile. “Think about before, when your mom managed all three of you studying and eating, plus doing all the housework, how exhausting that was.”

“Let’s have Mom come back. Grandfather’s health is better now,” Qiao Qingyu put aside the folded sweater and picked up another piece. “Aunt speaks so harshly, Mom must have been unhappy these past months.”

Qiao Lusheng sighed, turned off the hair dryer, and rubbed his forehead, looking worried: “Your grandfather says your aunt’s cooking is terrible, complains to your mom every day, she can’t leave… Your aunt makes trouble daily, wants us to bring the elderly here, but your mom doesn’t want to, says there’s no place to live in Huanzhou…”

“Bring Grandfather here?” Qiao Qingyu repeated in surprise. “Doesn’t Uncle have that big new house specifically built for living with Grandfather and Grandmother?”

“Heh,” Qiao Lusheng laughed sarcastically. “There’ve always been conflicts, just weren’t mentioned before. After what you did, they completely dropped all pretense. Your grandfather, ah, he’s nearly been angered to death.”

After a pause, Qiao Lusheng continued: “I’m thinking, in a couple of months, after your final exams, we’ll bring the elderly here. Your room for Grandfather, you’ll sleep with your mom, I’ll sleep in the living room. We’ll squeeze together as a family, and get through the New Year first. After that, I’ll find someone to fix up the old house, make it livable, and let your grandfather move back there.”

“Will Mom still have to go with him?”

“Who else will cook and do laundry for your grandfather?” Qiao Lusheng leaned back. “We’re all sons and daughters-in-law, doing these things is expected.”

“Can’t we use the house in Shunyun?”

“The Shunyun house is rented out, earning some monthly rent to supplement our household,” Qiao Lusheng frowned. “Our house here still needs money even if we don’t live in it. Going back to Shunyun, we’d lose the rental income. How uneconomical.”

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu asked while thinking, “when we take care of Grandfather, will Uncle’s family contribute money?”

“Your aunt, she’s difficult to deal with,” Qiao Lusheng glanced at Qiao Qingyu. “Relations are bad now, how can we expect money from her? The relationship becoming like this is indeed our fault, so our family paying more, there’s nothing to say about it…”

“But…”

“Enough, don’t worry about family matters,” Qiao Lusheng waved his hand and yawned. “You study well, make us proud, and that brings honor to your parents. A bit of hardship doesn’t matter, we’re not too old yet, we can still handle it.”

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu’s tone turned serious, “is Mom’s health okay?”

Qiao Lusheng closed his eyes to rest: “She’s fine.”

“Once,” Qiao Qingyu bit her lip, “a few months ago, I saw a sleeping pill bottle in the trash. Was Mom taking them?”

Qiao Lusheng opened his eyes, suddenly alert: “How do you recognize sleeping pill bottles?”

“We have a psychology class at school, it appeared in the teacher’s PowerPoint.”

“Oh,” Qiao Lusheng was quickly convinced. “They teach this at school?”

“Was Mom taking them?”

“She doesn’t sleep well,” Qiao Lusheng nodded. “Not every day, just when she’s busy, or troubled. Running the shop is a lot of work, how can her body handle it without good sleep?”

“The teacher said taking too many sleeping pills can be dangerous.”

“Your teacher is right.”

It seemed he didn’t want to discuss this topic further, but Qiao Qingyu persisted: “I’m worried Mom’s unhappy, depressed, might impulsively do something…”

“Ay,” Qiao Lusheng indeed grew impatient, “your mom’s not a child anymore, she’s been through your sister’s big incident, what is there to fear… We don’t tell you kids about adult matters precisely because we don’t want you thinking too much, understand?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded in compromise; she didn’t want to anger Qiao Lusheng.

A few minutes later, Qiao Lusheng went to shower in the bathroom, leaving the bedroom door open for Qiao Qingyu to put away the clothes. After storing the clothes, Qiao Qingyu saw the safe again, and an idea struck her. She crouched down, gently covering the protruding number dial with her palm.

Qiao Lusheng’s key ring, usually hanging at his waist, lay just half a meter away on the bedside table, within reach. Qiao Qingyu inserted the small golden key into the lock and gently turned it once.

But the door didn’t respond.

A string of numbers appeared in her mind, like a long-lost blue whale surfacing from the deep sea. Tentatively, Qiao Qingyu pressed the six numbers in sequence: 8, 5, 1, 0, 3, 1.

Click, and the safe door loosened.

So simple, so frank. While her parents deliberately erased all traces of her sister outside, they kept her birthday as their most important memory. Qiao Qingyu’s nose instantly stung.

She hesitated, then knelt and opened the safe door. Inside were two levels: the upper level held household registration books, property deeds, rental contracts, and account books; the lower level contained two or three gold chains, three gold bracelets, and two gold rings. No medical records, no legal documents. Just as she was about to close the door, a small stack of envelopes beneath the gold jewelry caught her attention.

She pulled them out.

Seven letters in total, all addressed to “Li Fanghao (Recipient),” the handwriting evolving from childish to elegant. The mailing address was the same on all: Lifang Central School.

The shower continued to splash in the bathroom. Qiao Qingyu maintained her kneeling position and first opened the envelope with the most obviously childish handwriting.

It was a letter Qiao Baiyu wrote to Li Fanghao in first grade. The characters were large, round, and very cute, mixed with many pinyin, telling Li Fanghao she’d been praised by the teacher and asking if her little sister could walk yet. The paper was white, the upper half filled with pencil writing, the lower half with a pencil drawing of a flying bird.

Seven letters, from first grade through seventh grade, one each year. From pencil to ballpoint pen, the content grew longer, the characters more orderly and graceful, like a little girl gradually blossoming into an elegant young lady. At the bottom of each letter’s blank space was a flying bird—Qiao Baiyu seemed to dislike leaving spaces blank.

Except for the last letter, where seventh-grade Qiao Baiyu wrote just a few lines, leaving a large blank space in the lower half.

“I will listen to Father, Mother, Grandfather, Grandmother, Uncle, and Aunt,” she wrote above the blank space. “Mom, Dad, don’t blame Brother Jinrui. I didn’t cherish myself, I wasted myself, I was wrong, I will change.”

There was also a photo pressed behind the seventh letter. In the photo were three laughing faces: young Qiao Baiyu sitting on a rock, surrounded by young Li Fanghao and Qiao Lusheng, with the “Shunyun Children’s Park” gate in the background. Turning it over, teary-eyed Qiao Qingyu saw handwritten words: Taken October 31, 1990, precious daughter Little Baiyu’s fifth birthday.

Qiao Qingyu returned the letters and photo to the safe, closed its door, closed the cabinet, replaced the key, and dragged her heavy steps back to her room, falling onto the bed, letting tears fall—because this family had once truly existed, so bright and crystalline with deep emotion—

In December, various universities successively opened their independent recruitment applications. Second High had quite a few spots, and Sun Yinglong recommended two schools to Qiao Qingyu: Fudan and Renmin University.

Qiao Qingyu’s dream was Peking University, so she was hesitant about Sun Yinglong’s good intentions.

“This is just insurance,” Sun Yinglong explained to her. “If your entrance exam score alone can get you into Peking or Tsinghua, then the extra points you’d get, you don’t have to use them. It’s not like applying means there’s no turning back.”

So Qiao Qingyu agreed to apply to Renmin University.

After deciding, she wrote a letter to Wang Mumu, her pen flowing with visions of life in Beijing a year later, her heart full of yearning. Beijing, a bigger city with more people, rich and all-encompassing, could let her cast off all current constraints, escape the lengthy adolescence, and be completely reborn.

After dropping the letter in the mailbox, she turned to see the character “Huanzhou City Second High School” on the opposite school gate gleaming golden in the exceptionally bright sunset. Some tall basketball team members walked out and boarded the bus parked by the road, with Ming Sheng surrounded in their midst, as blurry as a grain of sand in a flood.

Qiao Qingyu stood quietly, waiting for the bus to pass her intersection. Two minutes later, the bus disappeared into traffic as she’d hoped, leaving her dejected, sorrowful, melancholic, like bidding eternal farewell to youth at a station—

The day after mailing the letter to Wang Mumu, Sun Yinglong excitedly came to the classroom during afternoon self-study and called Qiao Qingyu’s name.

“Come out for a moment.” He beckoned to Qiao Qingyu at the back door.

Qiao Qingyu came to the corridor, puzzled.

“Know why I called you out?” Sun Yinglong smiled brightly. “Can you guess? It’s good news.”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head. What good news could there be in her life?

“Your New Concept essay made the shortlist,” Sun Yinglong nodded with a smile. “Sprout magazine called the school office, said they had no phone or photo of you, were worried they couldn’t contact you… When did you write it? You’re making quite a splash, Qiao Qingyu.”

“Just, summer break,” the sudden joy made Qiao Qingyu a bit incoherent, “wrote it when school just started in September.”

“Where’s the article?”

“At home.”

“Bring it for this Chinese teacher to see,” Sun Yinglong smiled. “Let everyone read it too.”

Having no USB drive, Qiao Qingyu had to copy out the article again. The next day was Friday, and near the end of the last self-study period, Sun Yinglong walked in through the classroom’s back door with her article, using tape to post the two A4 papers on the bulletin board at the back of the room.

Seeing class was about to end, Sun Yinglong walked to the podium, clapped his hands for attention, and announced that Qiao Qingyu’s article had been shortlisted for New Concept, was posted on the back wall, and was worth everyone’s reading. As he spoke, many people turned surprised looks toward Qiao Qingyu, making her lower her eyes.

The bell rang, and Sun Yinglong left the classroom. The tense study atmosphere relaxed, with the endless screech of chairs being pulled back. Several students from the front rows walked through the narrow paths between desks toward the back of the classroom, including Guan Lan, who gave Qiao Qingyu a thumbs-up as she walked.

Suddenly Guan Lan stopped, her mouth opening in surprise, exchanging an incredulous look with Qin Fen, who had turned around in front.

“Everyone move aside.”

Ming Sheng’s voice.

Qiao Qingyu turned around to see three or four people already gathered around the bulletin board simultaneously stepping back several paces. Into the cleared space, Ming Sheng stepped in without ceremony, his thin yet broad shoulders blocking the entire article, leaving no room.

Her head buzzed, and she quickly packed her bag, fleeing in panic.



Chapter 52: Deep Affection
The weekend after learning about making the New Concept shortlist, the sky was azure blue, the air warm and humid like spring. Qiao Qingyu first told Qiao Lusheng the news, briefly explaining the significance of the New Concept Essay Competition. When asked if winning would add points to her college entrance exam score, she shook her head uncertainly.

“Seems it doesn’t add points anymore these past few years.”

“So it’s just a title,” Qiao Lusheng said. “What’s crucial is writing well on the college entrance exam essay.”

Then he handed his phone to Qiao Qingyu, asking her to report to Li Fanghao. As expected, when Li Fanghao learned it wouldn’t add points, her joyful tone instantly turned cold, saying almost exactly what Qiao Lusheng had said: “What’s crucial is writing well on the college entrance exam essay.”

Qiao Qingyu felt dejected by the lack of enthusiasm: “I know, Mom.”

“What did you write about in your winning article?”

Qiao Qingyu hesitated for a few seconds: “I wrote about family love.”

“Did you write about our family matters?”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu lowered her voice, “I wrote about missing Sister.”

Li Fanghao was silent for a few seconds, and when she spoke again, her voice sounded aged: “I see.”

Hanging up the phone, Qiao Qingyu sighed. Outside, the sunshine was brilliant. Qiao Huan, while clearing tables, suggested she take a walk by the river for some fresh air. Qiao Qingyu shook her head at the mention of “riverside”—the old camphor tree would trigger a storm of memories, she needed to stay far from there.

“Then just sit in the shop for a while, relax,” Qiao Huan smiled. “Look how thin you’ve gotten from all that studying.”

Qiao Qingyu accepted her suggestion. Qiao Lusheng had become much more lenient with her, saying nothing when he saw her sitting idly watching the street. After a while, finding it boring, she stood up on her own.

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu called to Qiao Lusheng in the back kitchen, “I want to go see Clear Lake, is that okay?”

“Go ahead,” Qiao Lusheng reclined in the kitchen’s only chair, eyes half-closed for rest. “Haven’t been to see it since coming to Huanzhou, right? Come back early.”

He didn’t even ask if she was going alone. This trust made Qiao Qingyu feel deeply moved.

“I’m leaving then, Dad.”

“Mm… oh wait,” Qiao Lusheng opened his eyes and stood up from the chair, taking out his phone to hand to Qiao Qingyu. “Take this, in case anything happens, call your Sister Qiao Huan, she’s always here at the shop with me anyway.”

“Okay.”

Walking into the early winter sunshine, Qiao Qingyu thought, so this is how legitimate freedom feels—fulfilling, warm, and peaceful. She gripped the phone, tucked her loose hair behind her ears, and walked briskly past the newsstand at the intersection, not stopping when Mrs. Feng called out to her.

“Where are you going, Qingqing?”

“Clear Lake,” Qiao Qingyu frankly tossed back the two words, not even turning her head.

She was very satisfied with her current hair length, the layered ends just touching her shoulders, looking proper when tied up but not awkward when left down. She preferred wearing it down—partly to feel the warmth gathering at the nape of her neck, and partly because, vaguely, she understood this was her short-lived freedom unique to this special period. When Li Fanghao returned, everything would return to its place, and by then, with only a hundred days left until the college entrance exam, she would certainly be taken to get her hair cut again.

Whether from lack of self-confidence or submission to her mother’s intuition, Qiao Qingyu felt Li Fanghao would detect traces of her “unsettled heart” as soon as she returned.

No—as the bus passed the Huanzhou Gymnasium, Qiao Qingyu thought desperately—it was her overindulgence.

She was grateful for not having close friends; otherwise, anyone could see how distracted she was. After getting off at Clear Lake, she sat numbly on a lakeside bench, only realizing after a long while that her mind contained nothing but Ming Sheng, just as earlier while sitting in the shop watching the street, all she saw was Ming Sheng.

His silhouette blocked others away to monopolize her article on the wall—she had replayed it countless times, mixed with snowflake-like fragments of memories falling one after another. She imagined his inner voice when he saw the article’s title, “I Love You Too,” solemn, profound, with slight surprise and speculation, as if the article was written not for Qiao Baiyu but for him.

Ah, impossible, his mind was clear as a mirror, everything between them had been spelled out clearly, so he wouldn’t have such misunderstandings.

A strange disappointment occupied Qiao Qingyu’s heart. She drooped her powerless shoulders, exhausted by her own alternately rising and falling, constantly fluctuating tangled emotions.

But it was completely impossible not to think of him, especially now, with the high school basketball finals blazing in the city gymnasium, where he was fighting on the court.

The city gymnasium was only one stop from Clear Lake. Thinking this, Qiao Qingyu stood up, leaving the bench.

During the dozen minutes slowly walking toward the city gymnasium, she found ample, rich reasons for this action: Sun Yinglong had encouraged everyone to come to cheer for Second High and Ming Sheng, saying there would be a group photo after winning the championship; Guan Lan had urged her repeatedly to come, sincerely and without ulterior motives, she had no reason to appear so inflexible and unable to adapt; she liked the passionate atmosphere of the court after the finals she would no longer have the chance to experience it up close as someone involved; Li Fanghao wasn’t home, Qiao Lusheng didn’t ask many questions, so going to the gymnasium was safe.

Of course, most importantly, she could blend into the crowd, openly expressing her passion for Ming Sheng, without hiding, without shrinking back, without fear of anyone seeing through her.

Moreover, during the group photo, if Ming Sheng hadn’t come to her side, she could completely cut off her belated longing for him.

Like fireworks—first blazing, then extinguishing.

Just like that—

When she entered the gymnasium, the second half had just begun. The venue was packed, with cheers rising in waves. Qiao Qingyu looked around the back rows but found no empty seats and couldn’t locate Guan Lan, Jiang Nian, and the others, so she had to sit on the steps in the very last row. Looking through the constantly rising and falling small banners and waves of people in the front rows, she searched for two rounds but couldn’t find Ming Sheng on the court.

Puzzled, her heart rising with concern, she asked the nearest unfamiliar girl where Ming Sheng was.

“You also came specially to see Second High’s Ming Sheng, right?” The girl’s face fell, looking both sympathetic and indignant. “We did too, but after watching for less than ten minutes, their school coach took him out!”

“Why?”

“He wasn’t in good form,” another girl leaned over. “Got knocked into too, probably slightly injured.”

“Went to the locker room, lots of people from his class went too,” the first girl added.

“He’ll come back out, right?” the second girl asked.

“Should come back after adjusting his condition,” the first girl said as if comforting Qiao Qingyu. “This is the finals after all! We just need to wait!”

They turned back, chatting among themselves. Qiao Qingyu stood up anxiously, hesitating whether to go to the locker room to check. Was Ming Sheng injured? Was it serious? Was he disappointed and frustrated about not being able to play?

But how to get to the locker room?

Just as she bent down to ask the girl from earlier, that girl suddenly let out a shriek, violently slapping the other girl beside her: “Ah! Ming Sheng!! He’s back out!!”

“Where, where?” the other girl hurriedly craned her neck to ask.

Qiao Qingyu had already seen him. He appeared at the entrance directly opposite her, followed by Sun Yinglong, Guan Lan, Chen Shen, Su Tian, and others. Like last time, he wore a black T-shirt under his loose red basketball jersey, unlike others. Different from last time was the black knee brace on his leg.

Ming Sheng’s reappearance caused a small commotion in the venue, but he seemed not to hear, waving his hand after entering to signal Guan Lan and others to go back, while he ran to the sideline rest area.

After stopping in the rest area, he tilted his head back, slowly turning to face the spectator stands, as if acknowledging the audience but more like searching for something. Qiao Qingyu stood in the rightmost aisle of the farthest row, watching his gaze move toward her direction and stop.

She couldn’t make out his expression. Across such distance, across this noisy sea of people, she felt he was drawing her in.

Qiao Qingyu sat down awkwardly, and Ming Sheng straightened his head, then turned it again, his gaze not curving but shooting directly to her area.

This time his gaze stayed only briefly. Whether it was her imagination or not, Qiao Qingyu thought she saw a smile in the corner of his eye.

Her gaze followed him as he went to the coach’s side to say a few words, then ran to one side of the rest area to begin stretching and warming up, while intently watching the fierce battle on the court before him, as if instantly forgetting her existence. About two minutes later, the referee blew for a timeout, the coach patted Ming Sheng’s back, substituted a player, and sent him onto the court.

The two girls beside her stood up screaming, and the volume in the venue doubled. Qiao Qingyu sat watching him run, dribble, breakthrough, lay up, as if returning to those times when she watched him practicing alone behind the camphor tree through the window glass, her ears silent, her chest beating with the sound of the basketball hitting the ground: thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.

When the final whistle blew, Second High had defeated Clear Lake High School by eighteen points, adding another championship cup, upgrading from last year’s four consecutive championships to five. People from the sidelines rushed onto the court, and Ming Sheng was instantly submerged in the crowd. Beside Qiao Qingyu, the two girls who had been screaming for half the game stood up contentedly.

“I said he’d come back after adjusting his condition!”

“Good thing we didn’t leave, he was like a different person in the second half, heroic!”

“Haha, worth coming~ Excuse me, classmate.”

Qiao Qingyu stood to let them pass, then retreated to the wall by the exit to make way for more people. Logic told her she should follow the crowd leaving the gymnasium, it was time to go home, but her feet wouldn’t lift. While struggling with this, a hurried-looking Guan Lan suddenly appeared in the crowd, and upon seeing her, lit up as if discovering treasure, and gripped her sleeve tightly as if afraid she would escape.

“Great, you’re still here,” she said while pulling Qiao Qingyu against the flow of people. “Everyone’s waiting for you!”

“Why—”

“A’Sheng said you were over here, told me to come get you,” Guan Lan interrupted Qiao Qingyu, turning back to wink at her. “We have to hurry!”

Reaching the courtside, Qiao Qingyu discovered it wasn’t just Class Five, but all Second High seniors who had come to the venue were lined up, about a hundred people, with the seven senior members of the school team surrounded in the middle, Ming Sheng at the very center. As soon as their eyes met, he immediately looked away.

It seemed everyone had been waiting for her. There was a gap among the girls standing in the second row, and Guan Lan pushed her into that gap, then quickly crouched down in the front row herself.

Click, click, click went the camera.

Qiao Qingyu hoped her smile wasn’t too stiff or ugly; at least, she should be worthy of the golden championship cup behind her, and the spirited Ming Sheng holding it.



Chapter 53: A Touch of Warmth
The day after receiving the championship cup, on Monday, Sun Yinglong called Qiao Qingyu to his office to discuss university independent recruitment again.

“If you’re still interested in Peking University, you could take a chance,” he said. “Use the New Concept Writing Competition as your stepping stone. If you can win first prize in the finals, it would give you an advantage.”

“Of course,” he continued, “that’s assuming you can maintain your grades.”

Qiao Qingyu pondered this.

“Looking at this semester, you should have no problem getting into Renmin University, but with the college entrance exam, nothing’s certain until the end,” Sun Yinglong said. “If you want to go to Peking University… would you like to try your luck with the New Concept competition? It’s another path. But I should tell you upfront, if your college entrance exam scores aren’t high enough and you rely on New Concept to get into Peking University, you’ll be in the Chinese Literature department.”

The Chinese Literature department wouldn’t be bad.

“Alright.”

Sun Yinglong smiled. “Many people are obsessed with Peking University. I figured you’d want to give it a shot. It’s good to have dreams.”

The words “Peking University” filled Qiao Qingyu with excitement. That night, she told Qiao Lusheng about her plans to apply for Peking University’s independent recruitment. When he heard about the New Concept finals, Qiao Lusheng frowned slightly and shook his head uncertainly. “Weren’t we talking about Renmin University before? Who can guarantee that you’ll win an award in the finals? What if you don’t win and don’t do well in the college entrance exam? Then you won’t be able to go to Peking University at all.”

“Then I’ll go to whatever university I qualify for,” Qiao Qingyu replied. “I can accept that.”

Qiao Lusheng shook his head more firmly. “Apply for independent recruitment at Renmin University, get the extra points first. As long as you perform normally in the college entrance exam, even if you make some small mistakes, with the extra points, you’ll still have a good chance of getting into Renmin University. Isn’t Renmin University good enough? Didn’t Mumu who used to live across from us go to Renmin University?”

“But,” Qiao Qingyu felt annoyed at her father’s characteristic conservatism, “Peking University isn’t impossible for me. I want to try.”

“Why not try both?”

“I have a specific goal. One is enough. Trying both would waste energy and might affect my college entrance exam performance.”

Qiao Lusheng waved his hands repeatedly, his expression almost disgusted. “That takes so much time! Just apply to Renmin University and forget about the writing competition finals. Save that time for revision. If you apply to Peking University and go to the finals, it’ll interfere with your studies, and in the end, it’ll all be for nothing!”

“Of course, I’m going to the New Concept finals.”

“There, there, what did I say,” Qiao Lusheng looked dissatisfied. “You want everything and end up with nothing. Do what you’re capable of. People shouldn’t be too greedy, especially girls…”

This isn’t about greed at all, Qiao Qingyu thought angrily. This is about whether you dare to accept challenges and break through your limitations.

“Call your mom and ask her,” Qiao Lusheng said, handing over his phone. “If she says it’s okay, then it’s okay.”

Taking the phone, Qiao Qingyu felt anxious. She consoled herself that her mother was the one who most supported her in getting good grades and making something of herself, so there was nothing to fear.

The call connected, and Li Fanghao seemed about to go to bed, as it was very quiet on her end. Qiao Qingyu explained everything about the independent recruitment application and the New Concept finals, feeling the breathing on the other end growing increasingly tense.

“Qingqing,” Li Fanghao’s urgency was amplified by the night’s silence, “the New Concept finals are in Shanghai and take three days. Don’t go.”

Qiao Qingyu remained silent.

“And you said even if your scores aren’t enough, you could still get into Peking University’s Chinese Literature department. What can you do with a Chinese Literature degree?” Li Fanghao held her breath. “You won’t be able to find a job, you won’t even be able to support yourself!”

“How could it be impossible to find a job…”

“Apply for independent recruitment at Fudan University or the University of Finance and Economics, don’t they have that?” Li Fanghao cut off Qiao Qingyu decisively. “Study finance. I’ve asked around, the university isn’t as important as the major, and finance makes the most money. The finance program at Renmin University has such high requirements you might not even get in… your grades are good enough for Fudan, but you need to keep working hard from now on and maintain your stability. Finance programs all have high requirements… Independent recruitment should also target finance, try to get those extra points.”

“Mom, I’m not interested in finance…”

“I can see you’re only interested in reading useless books and writing pointless articles. Can you make money writing?” Li Fanghao couldn’t contain her anger anymore. “Participating in New Concept once was enough, why keep going? And now you want to go to Shanghai for three days? Do you think I’d let you go to Shanghai alone? At this critical time, you’re still wasting effort on these thankless tasks… If you had ability, you’d be like He Feihai, scoring in the provincial top ten, and going to Peking University to study finance. Then I’d let you go to Peking University. Otherwise, going to Peking University is just wasting money! Do you know how hard it is for your parents to earn money?”

“So you’re saying I can’t go to the Shanghai finals, and I must study finance.”

“Don’t you understand that making more money means a better life?” Li Fanghao was breathing heavily with anger. “You’re still reading those useless books? Stop reading them, they’ll ruin your mind!”

“I stopped reading long ago.” Qiao Qingyu felt angry and wronged, tears threatening to fall.

“We went through so much trouble to transfer you to No. 2 High School, not for you to waste time on these useless things!” Li Fanghao shouted. “All these years of study, if you’re heading in the wrong direction, it’s all been a waste! Your parents have been wasting their time with you!”

Even Qiao Lusheng couldn’t bear to listen anymore and took the phone from Qiao Qingyu’s hand.

“Alright, alright,” he said while gesturing for Qiao Qingyu to go take a shower. “Qingqing is being good.”

“She’s getting carried away and you don’t even know it! Always thinking about impossible things! How can you not see that?!”

“She’s asking for your opinion, isn’t she?” Qiao Lusheng said helplessly, stifling a deep yawn.

“When I’m not there, you just let her run wild!”

“She’s doing very well without you! Look at her grades this semester!”

“Hmph, you’re all happy without me, I must be in your family’s way!”

They started arguing over the phone, completely disregarding Qiao Qingyu’s presence. She retreated to the bathroom to shower, and when she came out, she saw Qiao Lusheng staring blankly at the television.

“Dad, I’m going to bed.”

“Go to the New Concept finals if you want to,” Qiao Lusheng said as if defying Li Fanghao. “Whatever expenses you need, I’ll provide. Just don’t let your mom know.”

“Oh.”

“Apply for independent recruitment at Renmin University,” he turned off the TV with the remote. “Don’t listen to your mom’s nonsense. The university is more important than the major.”

Qiao Qingyu said nothing, walked into her room, and quietly closed the door.

She didn’t want to listen to either of them. The words “Peking University” had taken root in her heart like a seed, sprouting beyond her control. However, according to Li Fanghao, getting into Peking University meant studying finance, which would be incredibly difficult! She didn’t consider herself particularly clever, relying instead on diligence, already pushing herself to the limit in her studies.

Even Sun Yinglong had no solution to her predicament.

“Parents’ advice can be taken as a reference,” he told Qiao Qingyu, “but ultimately, you must make the decision. You’ll be an adult soon, this is your own life.”

He also urged Qiao Qingyu to decide quickly, prepare early, and not waver back and forth.

On a clear, windless early winter afternoon, Qiao Qingyu went to the computer room in the library to research information about universities and majors. As usual, the computer room was full, except for the computer nearest to the door, where a bookmarked someone’s territory, its cover bearing the word “Chemistry.”

The familiar scene irritated Qiao Qingyu. She stood hesitantly by the door for a moment, then turned to leave decisively, only to find Ming Sheng right behind her.

He stopped on the stairs, separated from her by several steps, his gaze passing over her to the empty seat in the computer room.

Qiao Qingyu lowered her eyes and started walking forward.

“Hey,” Ming Sheng slightly raised his hand, stopping her hurried steps, “isn’t there an empty seat?”

“Isn’t that your reserved seat?”

“Yes,” Ming Sheng withdrew his gaze, chin slightly lowered, looking at her reddening earlobes, “but you can sit there.”

Two freshman girls walked out of the reading room, saw them standing in the middle of the stairs, looked surprised, shrunk their necks, and quickly passed by them, frequently looking back.

“I don’t need to,” she said softly, trying to look at Ming Sheng calmly, though the heat from her earlobes spread across her entire face, “thank you.”

“What do you want to look up?”

“Just,” opening her mouth, Qiao Qingyu felt she didn’t need to answer him, “universities and majors, which is more important.”

Ming Sheng looked at her thoughtfully: “Your parents want you to prioritize the university?”

“They have different opinions.”

“What about you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then why not go online and check?” Ming Sheng’s tone was gentle, with a smile in his eyes that was both mischievous and confident. “You don’t want to be controlled, right?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded slightly.

“Go use that computer,” Ming Sheng said again, his tone becoming more commanding, “Pretend I don’t exist.”

In the glances of her classmates, Qiao Qingyu felt the school’s atmosphere had changed, no longer harsh and piercing, but like this unexpectedly warm early winter, growing gentler day by day.

Qiao Qingyu thought this might have something to do with her essay that made it into the New Concept competition. The article was included in the school newspaper, no longer anonymous, occupying half a page. Below the article, Sun Yinglong’s comment read “sincere, open, fearless, emotions as full and clear as dewdrops.” Two other articles shared her page – one about AIDS awareness, the other written by the school counselor Le Fan, saying “discrimination and rejection are more frightening than the disease.”

But it couldn’t all be because of that article. The fact that Ming Sheng had waited for her during the group photo and saved the spot in front of him for her was like a huge rock falling from the sky, creating endless ripples of discussion throughout the school. In the cafeteria or while waiting for the bus, people would always curiously examine Qiao Qingyu, as if she were new to No. 2 High School. However, compared to the contempt from a year ago, most of the looks people gave her now contained admiration, even awe, as if they wanted to lift her, occasionally giving her a floating, dizzy sensation.

Once, after school, while waiting for the bus home, she noticed several freshman boys a few meters away collectively turning to look at her and huddling together to whisper. She felt uncomfortable and moved slightly to the side, trying to hide behind the bus stop sign, when one of the boys was pushed forward by the others and walked towards her.

“Senior,” the boy smiled shyly, “you’re Senior Qiao Qingyu, right?”

Qiao Qingyu nodded.

“Oh, we all think you’re very pretty and have a great presence,” the boy smiled bashfully, pointing back at his classmates, “Gu Haoyi says he wants to pursue you.”

“Ah— Qi Yuan, you want to die?” a bespectacled boy from behind wanted to rush over but was held back by the others, laughing. “Are you trying to get me killed…”

The boy retreated. Among their laughter, Qiao Qingyu heard the words “Brother Sheng” multiple times.

It seemed that overnight everyone believed there was an unspoken attraction between her and Ming Sheng. Thinking back to last year, because of her conflict with Ming Sheng, also overnight, she had faced silent but complete isolation at school — truly a case of “clouds with one wave of the hand, rain with another,” Qiao Qingyu thought helplessly, Ming Sheng’s dark eyes flashing before her, unconsciously raising the corners of her mouth.

That day, after spending nearly half an hour researching “school versus major importance” in the computer room, Qiao Qingyu found Sun Yinglong and told him she had decided to apply for Peking University’s independent recruitment.

Ming Sheng said she “definitely didn’t want to be controlled,” and he was very accurate. Was Peking University always her dream? No. The words “Peking University” were just a dream full of halos that developed from her good grades this semester, meeting everyone’s expectations. It could even be considered following the trend out of vanity.

She liked writing, so studying Chinese Literature suited her. She wanted to pave the way for what she loved, to take control of her own life.

Sun Yinglong strongly approved of her choice.

“In these six months without your mother, I feel you’ve been getting better and better in every aspect, which is rare for a senior high school student,” he smiled. “Your exams are stable, you’re starting to participate in group activities, and you even have the energy to secretly participate in New Concept.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled shyly.

“Your mother would be very proud.”

“But I’m going against my mother’s wishes…”

“It’s alright,” Sun Yinglong waved his hand dismissively, “I’ll help explain it to her. Young people should have higher dreams. I have faith in you, in writing, you can achieve something.”

Qiao Qingyu was very moved.

The thin notebook she had bought at the stationery store to record her feelings was almost full. That day, she turned to the last page and carefully recorded that warm week.

The wings of sunlight were snow-white, and the future hung high in the blue sky, shining brightly.



Chapter 54: Clear Skies
The day before entering 2010, Qiao Qingyu received Wang Mumu’s reply letter, as usual, placed on her desk by Guan Lan. After putting down the letter, Guan Lan didn’t leave but plopped down beside her, propping her head with her right hand and half-lying on the desk watching her, eyes full of questioning, wearing an expression that said “caught you again.”

Qiao Qingyu was already used to her mischievous ways and continued opening the letter, waiting for Guan Lan to speak.

“Why did Ah Sheng go to cause trouble at Jiangbin? He hasn’t associated with people outside the school for a long time, why suddenly go to Binjiang to make trouble?”

Her hands stopped moving, and Qiao Qingyu asked puzzled: “What trouble?”

“Fighting,” Guan Lan helplessly patted Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder, “you didn’t know again?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head, her expression becoming serious.

But Guan Lan was extremely excited, hooking an arm around Qiao Qingyu’s neck and vividly describing in her ear: “Big sis, I admire you… Last weekend there was a gang fight in a factory in Jiangbin, it even made the local news! Someone was covered in blood and sent to the hospital! The rest were all taken to the police station! On Monday morning when Ah Sheng didn’t come, you know why? They say he was called to the police station for questioning because a group of people said they were acting under his orders! Even Fatty Huang went to the police station!”

Seeing Qiao Qingyu’s expression growing increasingly grave, Guan Lan was thoroughly satisfied: “But as you can see, Ah Sheng himself didn’t participate, he just went to the police station for questioning, not a hair on his head was harmed, don’t worry.”

“Not many people at school know about this, but,” Guan Lan’s tone shifted, tightening her arm around Qiao Qingyu’s neck, “with my outstanding detective skills and information-gathering abilities, I’m, positively, definitely certain that Ah Sheng did this because of you. That—” she deliberately created suspense, dragging out her words, “that factory belongs to a group whose chairman is called Ming Cang, the Ming family’s eldest. He has a brother formerly called Ming Juan, now called Ming Zhaoqun, two sisters, one called Ming Ya who’s a professor in America, and one called Ming Yu, a renowned young painter and calligrapher, married to a man called Wen Qiuxin, with one son named Ming Sheng.”

She blurted all this out, glanced at Qiao Qingyu, smiled mysteriously, and lowered her voice even further: “The guy who was beaten and rushed to the hospital had long hair, supposedly called Black Brother, a thug who’s been causing trouble around Jiangbin these past couple years. A few years ago when he was still unknown, he bullied Qiao Baiyu who had just entered Huanzhou Tourism Vocational School, and a year ago, he extended his reach across the Min River to bully Qiao Qingyu at Huan No. 2 High… I understand Ah Sheng, if it were me, since my family has connections, I would’ve beaten him until he couldn’t find his teeth.”

Qiao Qingyu thought of the young man with the sports car who had taken Ming Sheng book shopping, his other cousin—Ming Sheng must have borrowed their family’s factory.

“But I bet Ah Sheng’s parents are furious, especially his dad,” Guan Lan said sympathetically. “His dad is super strict with him. In freshman year, Ah Sheng was much more troublesome than now, and his dad came to school multiple times, saying the school’s discipline was too lax. His mom doesn’t manage him much, and his dad is too busy… I heard Ah Sheng say before that his dad’s way of managing him is to set high goals, multiple ones, so he has no time for other things.”

“Mm.”

“What do you mean ‘mm’? Always so detached and calm,” Guan Lan pouted dissatisfied. “Ah Sheng quietly took revenge for you, my god isn’t this like a TV drama… and you’re still unmoved?”

Her reproachful gaze made Qiao Qingyu too ashamed to lift her head.

“Since he didn’t want others to know about this, you shouldn’t speculate.”

“Hehe,” Guan Lan laughed, “protecting yourself while helping him, you’re something! I knew it, after what Ah Sheng did, what girl could resist~ Alright, alright, I get it~”

Qiao Qingyu was alarmed: “Get what?”

“Whatever you say,” Guan Lan raised her eyebrows meaningfully, looking at the envelope Qiao Qingyu was still holding, her face showing a trace of confusion. “But what was that about Senior Mumu cutting out his photo and returning it to him?”

Sister Mumu wanted to give the photo to me, Qiao Qingyu thought secretly. After several months, Wang Mumu’s gesture seemed clearer to her—if Ming Sheng was her obsession, then cutting the childhood photo and putting Ming Sheng’s part in Qiao Qingyu’s hands was an “entrusting.” Qiao Qingyu thought that perhaps she had long noticed her feelings for Ming Sheng weren’t as indifferent as she portrayed. Giving Ming Sheng’s childhood photo as a gift was both an entrusting and an affirmation, even encouragement.

Affirming her thoughts about Ming Sheng, encouraging her to accept him.

“Also, Qiao Qingyu, I’ve discovered you’re the best at deceiving people,” Guan Lan said. “If it weren’t for your article hinting at Ah Sheng and Senior Mumu, I wouldn’t have been so sure there was something between them~ You were the one who said they had no relationship, and you were also the one who wrote about their beautiful bond, I really can’t figure you out.”

You don’t know how I felt writing that article, it hurt to the extreme, so I could look up to them from a humble and numb position.

But Qiao Qingyu just smiled at Guan Lan, saying nothing.

After Guan Lan left, she took out Wang Mumu’s letter and found a photo inside. In the photo, Wang Mumu was unlike her usual gentle self, wearing a loose black T-shirt, hair tied in a messy ponytail, sitting on the floor with one leg propped up, very hip-hop style.

“Because of my roommate, I’m learning street dance at a dance studio near school, surprising right?” Wang Mumu wrote in the letter. “I learned ballet for a few years when I was little, I quite like dancing, but unfortunately we couldn’t afford to continue the training classes… I chose street dance because it’s cool and powerful. Every time I finish practicing street dance I’m drenched in sweat, I love that feeling. Beijing has indoor heating, it’s so hot I have to wear short sleeves.”

The words “short sleeves” caught Qiao Qingyu’s attention. She took another look at the photo and saw that Wang Mumu’s exposed arms were as smooth as new, without a single scar.

She smiled with relief, then continued reading the letter.

“During our dorm’s late-night talks, we often discuss our high schools, and they all know about Huan No. 2, saying it’s famously good. They say Renmin University’s conditions aren’t good enough and ask if I prefer high school or university—of course, I said university without hesitation.”

“Because university and high school are so different. The campus is huge, classes are in different rooms, classmates come from all over the country, there’s lots of time to arrange freely, life and the world are fluid… Unlike high school, where every day you face the same blackboard and same faces along the same three points, even the worries remain unchanged for three years.”

“No. 2 is very good, but No. 2 is also scary, actually having that kind of student who can influence most people’s judgment—maybe high school life is just too boring? Such students, regardless of whether they are good or bad, their existence turns the school into an invisible hierarchical jungle. Now when I think back to my life at No. 2, others saw me walking on clouds, gave me admiring looks, making me mistakenly believe I was above the jungle, how much this feeling harmed me…”

“You know what? Other high schools don’t have this kind of thing or person,” Wang Mumu wrote. “Only after leaving No. 2’s sphere of public opinion did I return to being myself, and it feels so good to be myself.”

“Oh why am I rambling about all this to you, you’re different from me, your sense of self is very strong, and you won’t be influenced by the outside world.”

Not really, Qiao Qingyu thought.

“You say you want to come to Renmin University, I’m so happy,” Wang Mumu wrote at the end. “But I have a feeling you’ll go to an even better school. Keep going!”

Putting down the letter, Qiao Qingyu looked out the window. After the midterm exam, they had changed seats, and she had long since moved away from the window, now sitting in the fourth row, fourth column, right in the middle of the classroom, the same as this time last year. What was different was her state of mind. The glass was clean as new, and on the last day of 2009, she felt as light as the brilliantly clear sky outside-

During the final exams, Qiao Qingyu heard multiple times from others that Su Tian was planning to apply to the Beijing Film Academy. She was already a dance arts student, so it shouldn’t have been surprising, but because some photos of her in traditional costume were circulating among students, the rumors became magical. Some said the Film Academy had specifically requested her, others said she would go to Hengdian to film in the winter break, and some said she had consulted a master fortune teller who predicted she would become famous within three years. Whatever the case, she had decided not to go to America and kept putting herself in the spotlight, which according to Guan Lan, was revenge, revenge for Ming Sheng’s rejection.

“Wants to prove she’s the star everyone worships, the goddess, overshadowing Ah Sheng’s popularity, making Ah Sheng regret it,” Guan Lan said with extreme disdain. “Hah, as if Ah Sheng would fall for her act?”

“You should also apply to the Film Academy, Guan Lan,” Deng Meixi, sitting beside her eating, joined in. “You could become a screenwriter.”

“Really?” Guan Lan’s eyes widened. “Not bad, Deng Meixi, you’ve shown me a path! University should be interesting, and the Film Academy has the most handsome guys and beautiful girls, that’s the most interesting!”

Deng Meixi looked up and exchanged glances with Qiao Qingyu sitting opposite Guan Lan, both of them smiled. Then Deng Meixi quickly lowered her head to eat her rice, as if embarrassed.

The two of them inviting Qiao Qingyu to eat together had only started this past week. For the first couple of days, it was mostly Guan Lan talking, as Qiao Qingyu was naturally quiet, and Deng Meixi seemed to deliberately stay silent. Later it became more natural, especially when the say-anything Guan Lan suddenly asked them both who Ming Sheng would choose if he had to pick a class flower, grade flower, or school flower from among them.

The result was of course Guan Lan getting a good beating from Deng Meixi, after which Deng Meixi glanced at Qiao Qingyu with a smile, as if self-mockingly throwing out: “I’m just a joke, I accept it.”

“It’s all because I hung out with you!” she turned back to yell at Guan Lan, raising her hand to hit her again. “I used to be very cool too! You comedian! Always stirring up trouble…”

“Oh~ save me, my consort, save me~” Guan Lan reached out to Qiao Qingyu across the table. After pulling together the two most beautiful girls in the class, she felt quite accomplished, declaring to others that Deng Meixi was her “empress” and Qiao Qingyu was her “favored consort.”

It was silly, but also relaxing, and Qiao Qingyu enjoyed being with them.

Thanks to them, Qiao Qingyu finally felt like she was integrating into the class.

During breaks, classmates would come over to discuss studies or chat, and when walking on the plaza to or from school, girls would run over to walk with her. She learned that Gao Chi sitting behind her was also from Shun Yun, and Qin Fen, who had already secured early admission to Tsinghua through the physics competition, was also a book lover who had read many classics.

Before winter break, the class held their usual tea party, and the words “Spring Tea Party” on the blackboard were written by Qiao Qingyu at everyone’s nomination. At the tea party, several people went crazy taking photos with phones and cameras, and Qiao Qingyu was often caught in candid shots or asked to take photos together. There was no more ignoring, no more coldness, everyone was full of kindness. When the tea party ended and people heard that Qiao Qingyu would go to Shanghai in a few days for the New Concept competition finals, everyone applauded and shouted “good luck” in unison.

Qiao Qingyu remembered every face that shouted “good luck,” but there was an unfillable black hole in her heart—Ming Sheng wasn’t among them.

He had disappeared after the final exams, flying to New York for his second SAT. The day of the tea party happened to be his test day. According to two classmates who had taken SAT II, he had taken it once in Hong Kong during the June college entrance exam, scoring quite well, but still not meeting his father’s requirements. Later in October, his father wanted him to take it again to get an even higher score to ensure entry into a top university, but Ming Sheng hadn’t listened, instead spending all his time preparing for the city men’s basketball tournament. Nobody understood why he was going all out on the basketball court—for No. 2 High, winning the championship wasn’t difficult, and for him, getting qualifications wasn’t difficult either.

“Ah Sheng’s dad is too strict,” one classmate said. “Even after submitting the application materials, he’s still forcing him to take tests, saying he hasn’t proven his abilities yet.”

“Isn’t there a saying ‘a tiger father has no dog sons’?” Guan Lan nodded. “But Ah Sheng has it tough.”

“Don’t you think they’re very similar?” Qiao Qingyu pondered. “When they do something, they push it to their absolute limit within their capabilities, they won’t stop just because they’ve met the standard.”

Her rare comment made the people discussing look at her with surprise and admiration, then exchange several meaningful glances.

Then, the unfiltered Guan Lan made Qiao Qingyu instantly blush.

“Yes, yes, we’re all seeing through a fog, you understand him best.”



Chapter 55: Wind
Before leaving for Shanghai to participate in the New Concept competition, Qiao Lusheng gave Qiao Qingyu one thousand yuan for travel expenses, accommodation, and three days of meals. Qiao Jinyu handed her his mobile phone.

“It’s fine if I don’t call Mom for three days, but you can’t do that,” he told Qiao Qingyu. “You need to call her every day. If she asks about me, just say I’m showering, watching TV, or forgot my phone when I went out—whatever works.”

“Don’t go wandering alone, and don’t make friends with strangers,” Qiao Lusheng cautioned. “It doesn’t matter whether you win an award or not, what’s most important is that you return safely.”

Their anxiousness made Qiao Qingyu feel both amused and touched. As she was about to leave the store, shouldering her backpack, she did something she never expected of herself—she gave both her father and brother big hugs.

“I love you both.”

After saying this, she hurried away, escaping the sentimental scene she had created-

Having experienced running away from home a year ago, traveling alone didn’t worry Qiao Qingyu at all. After arriving in Shanghai, she first had a simple lunch near the train station, then followed the directions written in her notebook to the designated hostel. It was only after safely reaching the hostel that she encountered trouble—apparently arriving just one day early was considered late, as many contestants had already arrived, and the hostel was full.

She had to settle for alternatives, trying the second and third options on the list, both further away, but they were also full. As the sun slowly set, she walked along Shanghai streets lined with old Western-style houses, passing two or three shockingly expensive hotels, her steps heavy, unsure where to go. She had no appetite for dinner; the pan-fried buns were too greasy, the vegetables tasteless. As the city lights began to shine, she bit her lip and thought of a solution, returning to the first hostel, which was both closest to the competition venue and most affordable.

But she didn’t go in. She stood at the hostel entrance, holding an A4 paper that read “New Concept Finals, Female Looking to Share Room” against her chest, enduring curious glances from passersby.

Half an hour passed, and apart from one male student asking if she’d share a room with him, no one showed interest. Many were competition participants, some already forming groups of two or three, and quite a few were accompanied by parents. Qiao Qingyu’s arms were getting sore from holding up the sign, and just as she was wondering whether to try the next hostel, a kind-faced middle-aged woman stopped.

“Are you here for the finals?” the woman asked, slightly surprised. “You came alone? No place to stay?”

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu nodded. “I came too late.”

“Come, I’ll help you ask around,” the woman beckoned. “I’m an editor from Sprout magazine, I was just talking with some students, and I think a girl is staying alone in a double room.”

She gave her name at the front desk, and less than three minutes after they made a call, a short-haired girl appeared.

“Teacher Hong, where is she?”

The female editor turned and introduced Qiao Qingyu. The short-haired girl waved at Qiao Qingyu, smiling warmly: “Hello!”

“Hi, ~” Qiao Qingyu smiled back.

After checking in, the girl led Qiao Qingyu to the room, giving her the untouched bed near the window.

“I’m Meng Xiaozeng, from Shanxi. You?”

“Qiao Qingyu,” Qiao Qingyu answered while putting down her backpack. “I’m from Huanzhou.”

Though Shun Yun was also part of the Huanzhou region, to avoid misunderstanding, Qiao Qingyu didn’t want to call herself a Huanzhou native.

“From Huanzhou? That’s quite close,” Meng Xiaozeng smiled with delight. “No wonder you look so fresh.”

Qiao Qingyu felt embarrassed: “Did you come alone from Shanxi?”

“How else would I come,” Meng Xiaozeng crossed her legs on the bed, opening a can of cola, looking casual. “I’m already an adult, my parents can’t wait for me to leave home… You don’t look like someone who’d travel alone though.”

“No, no,” Qiao Qingyu quickly defended herself. “I prefer being alone.”

“Mm, it’s freeing,” Meng Xiaozeng said while drinking cola and fiddling with her phone. “By the way, I invited some people over to hang out, all competition participants. We can chat and get to know each other, you don’t mind, right?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “Of course not.”

“Great,” Meng Xiaozeng tossed her phone aside and looked up with a smile. “They’re almost here.”

Just as she finished speaking, there was a knock at the door. Meng Xiaozeng gestured for Qiao Qingyu to stay put while she jumped off the bed to open it.

Five people entered, three boys and two girls, suddenly making the room very crowded. Meng Xiaozeng quickly introduced everyone. Qiao Qingyu couldn’t catch any names but remembered where they were from: Heilongjiang, Beijing, Sichuan, Guangdong, and Hunan.

“We all came here solo,” concluded the Hunan girl who entered last, looking at Qiao Qingyu. She was petite with smiling eyes and a crisp voice.

The group immediately began chatting casually, topics mainly revolving around literature, led by the boys from Heilongjiang and Beijing, ranging from Han Han and Guo Jingming to Hemingway and Murakami, from Renaissance, Romanticism, and Critical Realism to Magic Realism, then back to Annie Baby and Zhang Yueran. Qiao Qingyu curled up in the single armchair by the window, initially listening with interest, but gradually her vision became blurry, and her mind could no longer keep up with the constantly moving mouths of the others.

She felt embarrassed when Meng Xiaozeng gently woke her.

“Go sleep in bed~” Meng Xiaozeng smiled.

The room was very quiet; everyone else had disappeared.

“I can’t believe I fell asleep…” Qiao Qingyu said while standing up. “I walked all afternoon today.”

As she stood, a large black down jacket slid from her body to the floor. She picked it up and asked Meng Xiaozeng: “Is this your coat?”

“No,” Meng Xiaozeng returned to her bed, smiling meaningfully. “It’s Xu Yizhe’s.”

“Who?”

“The Beijing guy who kept saying Murakami was a second-rate novelist,” Meng Xiaozeng said. “He went quiet after you fell asleep.”

Now she remembered—the Beijing boy wore black-framed glasses, looked refined, but spoke with precise pronunciation and great confidence.

Qiao Qingyu felt awkward and asked after pondering which room Xu Yizhe was in.

“You want to return it now?” Meng Xiaozeng asked with slight surprise. “He said he’d come get it early tomorrow morning.”

Qiao Qingyu hesitated: “Isn’t it better to return it now?”

“Up to you,” Meng Xiaozeng smiled. “It’s just a coat, why so nervous?”

Qiao Qingyu still went to return it, because she didn’t like the unfamiliar male scent the coat carried. The scene of returning the coat was somewhat awkward—Xu Yizhe had just finished showering and opened the door wearing the hostel’s bathrobe. Seeing it was Qiao Qingyu, he drew in a sharp breath.

Qiao Qingyu handed him the folded-down jacket.

“Qiao, Qingyu?” Xu Yizhe said her name somewhat uncomfortably, then extended his hand graciously. “I’m Xu Yizhe.”

“Thank you, Xu Yizhe.”

She nodded slightly, ignoring his extended hand, and turned to leave.

The next day after the competition, they all gathered again. On the third day, they still played together. Everyone had become familiar with each other, and conversation topics were no longer focused on literature but expanded to various aspects—discussing life, youth, and their respective relationship statuses. The Hunan girl had a childhood sweetheart boyfriend, the Heilongjiang boy was pursuing an online friend, and Meng Xiaozeng declared she would never marry or have children. During the conversation, Xu Yizhe moved next to Qiao Qingyu and asked if she had a boyfriend. Qiao Qingyu shook her head.

“What year are you in?” he asked Qiao Qingyu.

“Senior year.”

“I’m in my second year,” Xu Yizhe said while turning sideways to face Qiao Qingyu as if trying to shield her from the Bund’s wind. “Which city are you planning to go to for university?”

Qiao Qingyu found it difficult to deal with a boy’s obvious yet unspoken advances. She had no experience, no reference point, and often felt at a loss. The wind at the Bund was strong, she felt cold, and thinking about needing to find a quiet place to call Li Fanghao, she suggested returning to the hostel first.

“I’ll go back with you.” Xu Yizhe followed.

“Let’s all go together.” Meng Xiaozeng caught up too. Qiao Qingyu breathed a sigh of relief.

She had planned to hide in her room as soon as they got back to the hostel, but she stopped just as she entered the lobby—on the navy blue sofa diagonally across, a tall, slim familiar figure slowly stood up.

It was Ming Sheng.

Her breath stopped, followed by a stinging sensation in her nose. Days of longing inexplicably transformed into a surge of grievance, overwhelming and unstoppable.

Ming Sheng stood motionless. Xu Yizhe, walking beside Qiao Qingyu, stopped with her and puzzledly followed her gaze. Meng Xiaozeng, who had walked ahead, only realized she’d left the two behind when she reached the elevator. She held the elevator button and turned back to call them to hurry up.

“I’m not going back yet!” Qiao Qingyu called to Meng Xiaozeng, her gaze fixed on Ming Sheng’s deep eyes, her voice thick with emotion.

Ming Sheng began walking toward them, and Xu Yizhe, finally understanding, quickly ran to the elevator-

“How did you find this place?”

This time Qiao Qingyu spoke first. They walked along the narrow old street outside the hostel, lined with Republican-era brick buildings that held a timeless serenity under the warm yellow streetlights.

“It wasn’t hard to find,” Ming Sheng’s voice was slightly hoarse as he kicked away a small stone at his feet. “Was the competition difficult?”

“Not really.”

“Awards ceremony tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Can I come to watch?”

During Qiao Qingyu’s hesitation, he asked again: “Are you cold?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, then added, “Come if you want to.”

She sensed Ming Sheng’s smile, his voice brightening: “Want to catch a ride back to Huanzhou with me tomorrow?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll see you off, we can take the train back together.”

“No.”

Ming Sheng let out a soft sigh, then laughed helplessly, before calling her name with sudden seriousness: “Qiao Qingyu.”

“Mm?”

“I hope you reject other guys as decisively as you reject me.”

His words carried barely suppressed anger and unwillingness. But Qiao Qingyu lowered her head and smiled silently, feeling both happy and reassured. Finally, she turned to look at Ming Sheng, trying to explain seriously: “I can’t think about relationship matters right now.”

Ming Sheng looked at her once, then again, his clean-cut jawline appearing gentle yet sad under the dim streetlights. Suddenly he smiled, raised his right hand, and covered the back of Qiao Qingyu’s head with his large palm, playfully messing up her hair.

“Where do you want to go?” he looked toward the street, his hand remaining in place, its warmth spreading into Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

Qiao Qingyu remembered she was supposed to call Li Fanghao, but that’s all it was—a memory.

“The Bund?” Ming Sheng asked.

Half an hour ago had been Qiao Qingyu’s first time at the Bund, but once Ming Sheng appeared, she immediately felt that time didn’t count—there had been too many people, too much noise, and Xu Yizhe had completely ruined her mood.

“Okay.”

Looking up, Qiao Qingyu saw Ming Sheng smiling, his eyes full of delighted surprise. The warmth at the back of her head disappeared as Ming Sheng extended his right arm to hail a taxi with its “vacant” light on.

Their seating in the taxi was the same as a year ago, Qiao Qingyu on the left, separated from Ming Sheng by half the middle seat, about ten centimeters apart. The car’s heating was strong, and the radio played three Fish Leong songs in succession, her delicate yet full voice flowing like honey from the speakers. Qiao Qingyu spent most of the time looking out the window, occasionally glancing forward when the car stopped at red lights, not looking at the road but fixing her gaze on the deep red fortune bag hanging below the rearview mirror—it swayed constantly as if stirring a jar of honey.

The strong cold wind after getting out of the car made Qiao Qingyu shiver involuntarily. Seeing Ming Sheng starting to unbutton his coat from her peripheral vision, she quickly stopped him.

“I’m not afraid of the cold,” she said while reaching out to help button his coat back up, but not daring to touch him, her hands hovering awkwardly in the air, “you’re not wearing much, don’t be silly.”

“I’m not afraid of the cold either.”

Qiao Qingyu made no response and turned to walk toward the riverside. The winter night was cold, and compared to an hour ago, the Bund had half as many people, making it seem almost empty.

She walked to the railing, watched the phantasmagoric night scene of Pudong across the river for a while, then strolled along the railing, letting the cold wind tousle her hair. It was truly cold, and she longed to feel the warmth of Ming Sheng’s palm again, but he just silently followed her—when she walked, he walked; when she stopped, he stopped—steadfast yet respectful, like a faithful knight.

Reaching the spot diagonal to the Oriental Zhenzhu Tower, Qiao Qingyu turned back to Ming Sheng with a smile: “Take a photo for me?”

Ming Sheng nodded, taking the phone Qiao Qingyu handed him.

She brushed her hair so it wouldn’t cover her face, let her hands drop to rest on the railing, and gave a shy, reserved smile toward the phone in Ming Sheng’s hands. Ming Sheng first stood, then bent down, then slightly bent his knees, and finally half-squatted before giving an OK gesture. When he was done, Qiao Qingyu relaxed her stiff smile and casually brushed away a strand of hair covering her face, only to find Ming Sheng had quickly switched to his phone, maintaining his half-squatting position, still taking photos.

“You~” Qiao Qingyu panicked but laughed, “Stop taking photos!”

Ming Sheng stood up, looking through the photos on his phone, appearing quite satisfied.

“Delete them!”

“How are you even more domineering than me,” he tossed out lightly, hiding his phone behind his back with one hand while returning Qiao Jinyu’s phone to Qiao Qingyu with the other, “it’s your fault your phone has such low resolution, too impressionistic.”

The word “impressionistic” made Qiao Qingyu laugh again: “Delete my photos.”

“I won’t show them to anyone.”

“Still not okay~” Qiao Qingyu said, and seeing Ming Sheng about to put his phone in his pocket, she reached out to grab it, catching the phone while her cold palm also enclosed his warm fingertips.

She should have pulled her hand back immediately, but she didn’t—Ming Sheng’s grip on the phone was loose, making it easy to take. But just as she felt about to succeed, another warm hand appeared out of nowhere, tightly wrapping around the back of her hand.

“I’ll never delete them,” the young man’s voice was soft but firm, his breath getting closer, “I’ll wait for you.”

Her nose touched the softness of his cotton coat, and Qiao Qingyu froze in place. She heard herself say “Okay.”

“Why say you’re not afraid of the cold.”

His breath was right by her ear.

The back of her head was again covered by a warm palm. The wind from the Huangpu River disappeared, the Oriental Zhenzhu Tower across the river lost focus in her eyes, the gorgeous night scene became a dizzying array of colored lights, and Qiao Qingyu simply closed her eyes.

She let Ming Sheng carefully, and tightly pull her into his embrace.



Chapter 56: Youth
The high-speed train from Shanghai to Huanzhou took ninety minutes, during which Qiao Qingyu wrote tirelessly, filling three entire A4 pages. Using a fountain pen, she wrote each stroke meticulously, concentrating as if practicing calligraphy. Though seated by the window, she forgot the scenery outside, and when lost in thought, would fix her gaze on the snow globe holding down her papers—her only souvenir from Shanghai, the size of a ping-pong ball, with a miniature Oriental Zhenzhu Tower inside the transparent sphere that, when shaken gently, would stir up white fragments like falling snow.

She had intended to record these three days in detail, but the sentences under her pen seemed to grow running feet of their own, racing past the difficulties of the first day, the nervousness and joy of making new friends, and the calm during the competition. When writing about Ming Sheng’s appearance, the feet stopped, began pacing, savoring every detail, afraid to miss even the slightest moment.

She devoted an entire page to the cold, windy night at the Bund, and half a page to Ming Sheng appearing at the cramped awards ceremony to applaud her first prize. The final two paragraphs were like sleep-talking in a dream, hazy yet direct, passionate yet profound, mixing retrospection with anticipation—she felt too embarrassed to read them a second time.

As the train approached its destination, Qiao Qingyu folded the three white pages and slipped them into a manila envelope already bearing a stamp, wrote the Chaoyang Village address and recipient name, sealed it carefully, and then placed it inside another larger white envelope.

After leaving the station, she dropped the envelope into a mailbox, sending it to Meng Xiaozeng.

The day before, while wandering through Shanghai’s old streets, they had discovered a “Time Post Office” that would mail letters to the future. Everyone in the group wrote postcards to be delivered in either one or ten years. Qiao Qingyu hadn’t been moved then, but today, after the awards ceremony, checking out, entering the crowded Hongqiao Station, and that moment when she turned back to see Ming Sheng’s motionless figure through the glass—under the wave-like surge of reluctance and melancholy, she resolutely decided to preserve something.

Time is water, most skilled at smoothing everything away; she had to transform these brief three days into words, etched into paper, never to fade.

She knew Meng Xiaozeng would stay two more days, so she mailed it to her, asking her to take it to the store. Regarding the store’s storage fee, Meng Xiaozeng readily offered to cover it in her text message.

“Since I’ve met you, I might as well come to visit Huanzhou in a couple of days, you’ll have to be my guide and treat me to a meal~,” she said in her message. “I just need to be home by New Year’s Eve.”

Whether she could be a guide, Qiao Qingyu wasn’t sure—Li Fanghao would return tomorrow, bringing Qiao Lilong. To the free-spirited Meng Xiaozeng, her life of being unable to go out alone must be unimaginable.

How to explain this suddenly appearing friend to Li Fanghao, and if Li Fanghao disapproved, how to explain her predicament to Meng Xiaozeng—these were the questions Qiao Qingyu pondered on her way home. Take Qiao Jinyu along, say they’re going to the bookstore—would that work? No money to treat Meng Xiaozeng to a meal, secretly borrow some from Qiao Huan—would that work?

Qiao Qingyu felt the speeding train was like a tunnel, with dreams at one end and reality at the other. Returning to Huanzhou by evening, the sky was gray, but it didn’t particularly bother her—she knew lingering in dreams was futile, she had simply woken up.

She held the small snow globe in her hand until it grew warm.

It was completely dark when she got off the bus. Qiao Qingyu pulled up her down jacket’s hood, hurriedly passing Boss Feng’s wife’s newsstand, her palm tightly wrapping around that round little universe, thinking, one night of freedom left, I must hide it well, protect it well-

It was dinner time, and she decided to go to the store first to eat and check-in. Qiao Huan was busy serving noodles to a table of customers and called out happily when she saw Qiao Qingyu enter.

“I just told your dad not to worry, that you’d be home soon,” after setting down two bowls of noodles, she caught Qiao Qingyu who was heading to the back kitchen, leaning in close, “Let me tell you, your mom just arrived.”

Qiao Qingyu felt every pore in her body opens up: “My mom’s already here?”

“Yeah, arrived half an hour ago, Xiaoyu just took some food home for your mom and grandpa,” Qiao Huan said. “Why don’t you take some food home too, your mom asked about you as soon as she arrived.”

“Okay.”

Walking into the back kitchen, Qiao Lusheng had just poured a plate of food into the wok, and the oil smoke suddenly rose, obscuring Qiao Qingyu’s vision and voice.

“Dad!”

“You’re back?” Qiao Lusheng shouted while wielding his spatula, “Your mom came back a day early!”

“I know!”

“Must be hungry, I’ll make extra fried rice for this batch, want some fried rice too?”

“Yes!”

As the work settled, Qiao Lusheng covered it, lowered the heat, turned to cut vegetables, and added: “I told your mom you went to the library, remember that.”

“Mm.”

“Did you have enough money?”

“Enough,” Qiao Qingyu said while taking out the remaining hundred-plus yuan from her backpack and placing it on the counter nearby, “This much left, Dad.”

Qiao Lusheng glanced at it: “You’re very frugal.”

“Also this,” Qiao Qingyu put down her backpack and took out an honorary certificate and a box, opened the certificate, and removed a transparent trophy from the box, “Dad.”

Qiao Lusheng put down his knife, and squinted as he looked closer, joy evident in his expression: “Wow, first prize.”

“Should I not take it home?”

Qiao Lusheng continued cutting vegetables, his expression serious as if deep in thought, then said: “Leave it with Qiao Huan.”

“Okay.”

Qiao Qingyu gave the certificate and trophy to Qiao Huan, along with her change of clothes and train tickets. When asked if there was anything else to leave, Qiao Qingyu touched the snow globe in her down jacket pocket and slowly shook her head.

She couldn’t bear to give the snow globe to anyone. Walking home under the dim yellow streetlights in the residential area, she felt something cool like feathers landing on her face. Looking up, she vaguely caught sight of snowflakes appearing and disappearing in the lamplight.

Was it snowing at the Bund now too?

Last night’s wind from the Huangpu River still echoed in her ears, and Ming Sheng’s warm breath still lingered in her nostrils, yet thinking about it felt like a lifetime ago.

The snow globe in her palm was hot like a small bomb ready to explode. Qiao Qingyu took out her phone and deleted everything from the past three days, gathered herself, and continued walking home.

She was ready-

Qiao Lilong sat watching television on the sofa, and when he heard Qiao Qingyu call “Grandpa,” he didn’t turn around, just grunted lowly to acknowledge her. The dining table was already clean, the sound of dishwashing came from the kitchen, and the main room’s door was open, but Qiao Jinyu’s partition on the outside was empty.

Qiao Qingyu first put down her backpack, placed the fried rice she brought on the dining table, peeked into the kitchen to greet Qiao Jinyu who was washing dishes, then quietly took a breath and walked toward the lit main room.

The plywood door was also open, and Li Fanghao’s hunched-over figure flashed before her eyes.

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu called from the plywood doorway, “I’m back.”

Li Fanghao, busy making the bed, didn’t turn around: “Mm, have you eaten? If you have, take the quilt on the table to the living room, your dad will use it tonight.”

Qiao Qingyu took the quilt out and put it away, came back to find Li Fanghao had finished with the bedsheet and was now putting on the duvet cover.

“Mom, let me help you.”

“Don’t bother with this, organize your clothes, put what you’ll need these days in your dad’s and my room, and leave two shelves in this cabinet empty for your grandpa’s clothes.”

“Okay.”

The small room’s door wasn’t locked, but there was no space in the wardrobe yet, so Qiao Qingyu first put her clothes on the bed.

When she returned, she saw Li Fanghao starting to shake out the quilt and went to help her. Mother and daughter folded the quilt together, and Li Fanghao finally straightened up, looking at the desk with a gloomy expression: “Take the books on the desk to the small room too,” she said while stifling a long yawn, “hurry up, your grandpa says he’s tired and wants to sleep.”

“Okay.”

Moving books was heavy work, and Qiao Jinyu came to help too. When they finally finished, Li Fanghao told Qiao Lilong to come in and sleep, but the old man refused, saying it was too cold and wanted an electric heater. An exhausted-looking Li Fanghao suggested turning on the air conditioning, but Qiao Lilong said he wasn’t used to it. Seeing an argument about to break out, Qiao Jinyu quickly ran out saying he’d buy a hot water bottle.

After he left, Qiao Lilong had Qiao Qingyu put his towel, toothbrush, and slippers in the bathroom and adjust the water temperature before he finally got up to take a shower.

The fried rice had long gone cold. Li Fanghao went to the kitchen and turned on the microwave, coming out two minutes later to place the steaming fried rice in front of Qiao Qingyu, walking wordlessly toward the small room.

“Mom, take a rest first!”

“Eat quickly.”

While eating, Qiao Qingyu watched Li Fanghao start another round of changing sheets and covers—she had become increasingly obsessed with cleanliness these past few years, surely unable to tolerate the dusty state of the house. Her mother’s tired yet busy figure made Qiao Qingyu feel guilty for not preparing the room change earlier, causing all the work to pile up and fall on Li Fanghao alone.

In the room, Li Fanghao took off her coat and continued working while laying the sheet halfway.

Only then did Qiao Qingyu notice how much thinner Li Fanghao had become, her fitted sweater hanging loose at the sleeves and waist, her figure constantly bent over the bed like a frail old woman. Her movements were similar too, hands slightly trembling as she spread the sheet, then turning it over to check if she’d got the sides wrong, showing a pitifully paranoid attention to detail.

After quickly finishing her rice, Qiao Qingyu went into the small room. The open wardrobe door blocked Li Fanghao from view, and when Qiao Qingyu called out “Mom,” there was no response.

“Mom?” Qiao Qingyu raised her voice, peering around the wardrobe door, “Let me help you.”

“Mm.” Li Fanghao’s voice was hollow, her cheeks sunken, eyes lifeless, appearing completely indifferent. “Qingqing.”

“Mom, go rest.”

Suddenly Li Fanghao snapped back to awareness: “If you wanted me to rest, why didn’t you take care of these things earlier? How many times did I tell your father to get everything ready first, but coming home nothing’s been touched, look how dirty everything is! You did this on purpose, didn’t you, deliberately trying to work me to death, that would make you all happy!”

Her scolding was fierce and harsh, but somehow it made Qiao Qingyu feel more at ease. Afterward, Li Fanghao regained her usual spirit, questioning Qiao Qingyu in detail about the past six months while organizing, as if completely forgetting their two or three phone calls every week. Qiao Qingyu answered each question carefully, not daring to be careless. Just as they finished organizing the room, the front door creaked open, and Qiao Jinyu came in, shaking snow from his shoulders.

“Wow, it’s snowing heavily all of a sudden!” Qiao Jinyu called out as he entered, “Sis, come look from the balcony!”

Li Fanghao’s silence indicated permission, and Qiao Qingyu quickly retreated from the suffocating room, walking to the balcony alongside Qiao Jinyu.

Wang Mumu’s house was completely dark, and even Ming Sheng’s usually lively grandfather’s house had no lights—the tenants had probably gone home for the New Year. Looking up, Qiao Qingyu saw snowflakes falling silently through the night sky, the world so quiet.

“Where’s my phone, sis?” Qiao Jinyu asked softly.

Qiao Qingyu took the phone from her pocket and returned it to him.

“Dad said you won first prize?” Qiao Jinyu said with a gentle laugh, “Well done, sis, the trip was worth it.”

Qiao Qingyu pulled her gaze from the drifting snow: “Xiaoyu, don’t you think Mom has changed?”

“She’s aged so much,” Qiao Jinyu agreed, “looking sickly and thin… being constantly berated at the old home, no wonder she’s aging fast.”

“For this family,” Qiao Qingyu glanced back at the empty living room, “she’s spent all her youth.”

“Yeah,” Qiao Jinyu sighed, “Mom was quite beautiful when she was young. Ah, even the most beautiful youth can’t be kept, it’s worth the least… in life, making money is the only way, nothing else matters.”

His worldly tone made Qiao Qingyu smile helplessly.

“Xiaoyu,” she looked toward the snowy night sky, speaking softly, “you’ve had it hard too.”

“Why say that?” Qiao Jinyu asked, suspicious and guarded, “Are you going to…”

“Help me with something.”

“Here we go again! I knew it!”

Qiao Qingyu smiled, looked back to see the living room empty, and quickly took out the snow globe, placing it in Qiao Jinyu’s hand: “Put it on the TV, or the dining table, somewhere visible when you enter. If Mom asks, say you bought it, or a classmate gave it to you, whatever works…”

“First tell me clearly who gave this to you.”

“I bought it myself,” Qiao Qingyu said, openly accepting Qiao Jinyu’s scrutiny, “I’m not lying.”

“Something feels off,” Qiao Jinyu frowned, “Are you secretly dating someone, sis?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu raised her hand in an oath, “Mom’s back, you think I’d dare?”

“You mean if you were braver, you would.”

This statement caught Qiao Qingyu off guard. She blinked, her speechless expression arousing Qiao Jinyu’s sympathy.

“I’ll help you, sis, but can you not date yet? You’re in your senior year… ah well, you are pretty, can’t waste your youth,” he said contradictorily, patting Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder, “Just protect yourself, don’t waste your youth like Big Sis, okay?”

Taking on an elder’s demeanor, Qiao Qingyu reached out to ruffle his head, saying with touched amusement: “Are you encouraging me to date? Don’t you know that would be like seeking death?”

“Stop talking about death,” Qiao Jinyu’s expression turned serious, “Don’t mention death so casually, sis. You can tell me anything, I’ll support you in everything. If you want to date, then date, don’t hold it in being happy in life is the most important, nothing else is a big deal… I’m about your age, we’re both so lucky, not like Big Sis before, even if…”

He suddenly stopped, sighed softly, and looked up at the sky.

“Sis,” his voice distant, “who do you think Mom loves most among us three?”

Not hearing Qiao Qingyu’s response, he continued: “It’s Big Sis, right? Mom told me that even after we were born, she still treated Big Sis like an only child in her heart, so when Big Sis left, she… ah, Big Sis suffered so much at the end, it hurts just thinking about it.”

“Xiaoyu?”

“Hm?”

“Did you learn something about our sister?”

“What?” Qiao Jinyu feigned confusion, “I’m just lamenting, Big Sis was in her prime then, such a waste.”

Li Fanghao came out of the room, ending their conversation. Seeing Qiao Lilong emerge from the bathroom asking Li Fanghao for the hot water bottle, Qiao Jinyu quickly went over—as if escaping further questions from Qiao Qingyu.

To satisfy Qiao Lilong’s desire for a hot bowl of porridge, Li Fanghao and Qiao Jinyu began bustling about like spinning tops. Mother and son didn’t speak, Qiao Jinyu automatically went to get porridge from the store while telling Qiao Qingyu to study without worry, and Li Fanghao massaged Qiao Lilong’s back as he sat on the sofa while urging Qiao Qingyu to go to her room and study. The sudden tacit understanding between them puzzled Qiao Qingyu, but she quickly found the reason—a secret had bound her mother and brother together, a secret about her sister.

They couldn’t let her know, afraid it would affect her mood and consequently her studies. In senior year, nothing was more important than grades.

This widely accepted, familiar logic reminded Qiao Qingyu of what Ming Sheng had experienced in ninth grade. She understood his anger.

Why were adults so utilitarian, able to dismiss everything except grades?

Why were adults so autocratic, able to deprive children of their right to know in the name of love?



Chapter 57: A Lifetime
Spending the Spring Festival in Huan Prefecture was as depressing and dull as Qiao Qingyu had anticipated. Five people crammed into a commercial apartment of less than sixty square meters, with constant friction between the three adults, every corner of the house filled with unpleasantness. However, there was an unexpected turn—since Li Fanghao was preoccupied with Qiao Lilong, she had less time to constantly watch Qiao Qingyu, and surprisingly allowed her to “go to the book city to buy books” with Qiao Jinyu.

During that half-day away from home, Qiao Qingyu borrowed some money from Qiao Jinyu and went on a long walk around Qinghu Lake with Meng Xiaoceng. She treated her to dinner, enjoying the happiness of freedom with the feeling of breaking out of prison. Though she returned home late that day, Li Fanghao didn’t say anything, only urging her to study—her almost indifferent calmness made Qiao Qingyu wonder: was Mother truly unconcerned, or was she suppressing her anger?

During those days of sharing a bed with Li Fanghao, Qiao Qingyu paid close attention and discovered that every night before sleep, her mother would open a bottle and swallow several pills. When taking the medicine, her head would suddenly tilt back, her neck bending decisively as if broken, which frightened Qiao Qingyu.

Due to the oppressive atmosphere at home, Qiao Jinyu often went out wandering. Early on New Year’s Day, when he was about to leave, Qiao Qingyu followed him out. The two walked to the desolate riverside, and looking at the ancient camphor trees in the distance, Qiao Qingyu told Qiao Jinyu about Li Fanghao taking sleeping pills.

“Yes, Mom doesn’t sleep well,” Qiao Jinyu sounded unsurprised.

“I didn’t know about this before.”

“Knowing this won’t help you anyway,” Qiao Jinyu said, “Mom has suffered so much for both of us. I’m already a lost cause so it doesn’t matter if I know, but you don’t need to worry about family matters—just focus on your studies.”

“I want to know what happened to Big Sister.”

“What do you mean what happened…”

“Don’t pretend. I know you and our parents are hiding something from me,” Qiao Qingyu said, “About Big Sister.”

Qiao Jinyu looked toward the river: “I promised Mom and Dad I wouldn’t tell.”

“It’s fine if you don’t tell me,” Qiao Qingyu patted his back, “I’ll figure it out myself.”

“Sis, remember you’re in your final year! There are only about a hundred days until the college entrance exam!”

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu sighed, “But I don’t like being kept in the dark.”

“I beg you to stop thinking about Big Sister’s matter. It’s all in the past,” Qiao Jinyu wailed, “Think about Mom—if she learns that you’re distracted by this and your grades drop, she’ll go crazy.”

He had touched Qiao Qingyu’s sore spot. After pondering for a while, she asked, “You also feel that Mom is very depressed, right?”

“More than just depressed,” Qiao Jinyu squatted down, “During summer vacation when I was with her in our hometown, after being criticized by our aunt, she almost jumped into the reservoir.”

Remembering what Wang Mumu had written in her letter about how Li Fanghao had nearly jumped from the hospital window when Qiao Baiyu died, Qiao Qingyu shuddered.

“That’s why I go along with her and don’t tell you,” Qiao Jinyu said, turning to look at Qiao Qingyu, “Sis, you should go along with Mom too, don’t upset her.”

“Alright.”

Thinking back to how her mother had remained unmoved when she came home late a few days ago, she vaguely understood that Mom wasn’t being trusted, nor hiding her anger, but rather had been forced to give up, having no energy left to manage her—perhaps, from the day ten years ago when she learned about her elder daughter being bullied by Jin Rui, Mom’s nerves had been taught, especially in recent years, ready to snap at any moment. Her indifference toward Qiao Qingyu was an unconscious self-protection mechanism, merely indicating that she was truly exhausted, rather than showing trust.

“Don’t you feel Mom isn’t as strict with you this time?” Qiao Jinyu asked, “She’s taken a step back, so you should too. Don’t bring up those things to upset her.”

Yes, she wasn’t as strict anymore, but Qiao Qingyu felt deeply uneasy—

Following Qiao Lushen’s wishes, they planned to repair the burned old house after spring to let Qiao Lilong move in as soon as possible. However, this idea was opposed by Qiao Lilong, who said the old house’s location was unlucky, with two women having died unnatural deaths there, making it uninhabitable. During the days the shop was closed, the three adults, along with Qiao Haisheng and Liu Yanfen on the phone, argued back and forth about how to settle Qiao Lilong, and thus Spring Festival passed.

On the seventh day of the New Year, the day before the shop reopened, Qiao Huan came to pay New Year’s respects with her boyfriend. After hearing about this matter, they exchanged glances, and she voluntarily offered to let Qiao Lilong stay at her place.

“We’re in Building 13, also with two rooms, the same size as here,” she looked around at everyone sincerely, her face growing shy, “My boyfriend and I plan to get our marriage certificate the day after tomorrow. After that, we’ll be a family, and one room will be enough for us. The other room would just be empty anyway.”

Li Fanghao and Qiao Lushen both congratulated and declined, but Qiao Huan pulled her boyfriend in to persuade them: “It’s not free accommodation. You just mentioned worrying about affecting Qingqing’s studies. Rather than renting another room nearby, why not come to our place? You can still pay rent as usual.”

Li Fanghao and Qiao Lushen fell silent, seemingly contemplating.

“After Qingqing finishes her college entrance exam, Uncle Qiao can move back. Right now, Qingqing’s exam is the priority, and it’s too crowded here, affecting her studies.”

And so it was decided. Three days later, Qiao Lilong’s belongings disappeared from behind the plywood door, and the partitioned space by the window became Qiao Qingyu’s territory again. Another day passed, school started, and life returned to its normal routine.

On the first day of school, Li Fanghao came to Qiao Qingyu’s partitioned space, looking at her as if they hadn’t seen each other for years, alternately touching her face and the back of her hands, mumbling continuously. She talked about wanting her to study hard and stay pure, then reminisced at length about Qiao Qingyu’s childhood, praising her for being smart, having her own opinions, and being understanding and lovable since she was young. Qiao Qingyu listened quietly, her heart filled with inexplicable sadness at the motherly love overflowing from Li Fanghao’s eyes.

“Mom,” she held Li Fanghao’s hands, “I understand everything, don’t worry.”

Li Fanghao nodded, tears welling up in her eyes: “Yes, look at how well you’ve done in the past half year without my supervision, your grades getting better and better. Teacher Sun praised you today… In the past, ah, I was too controlling. Mom is sorry.”

“Don’t say that, Mom,” anxiety rose in Qiao Qingyu’s heart, “It’s thanks to your strict parenting that I developed good habits.”

“Your teacher said you’ve been getting along better with your classmates over the past half year. Mom knows, Mom made you have no friends, Mom is sorry,” Li Fanghao said tearfully, holding Qiao Qingyu’s head in both hands, “Look at my little daughter, she’s grown up so well, so beautiful, she’s my pride… Your long hair looks good, you’ll be pretty in university, find a good boy…”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt panicked and wanted to cry, “I haven’t even taken the college entrance exam yet, let’s talk about university later!”

“Mom had someone read your fortune, you have a good fate, not like Mom, who somehow went wrong somewhere and suffered all her life,” Li Fanghao continued on her own, “Not like your sister either, who lost her life because of Mom. It’s good that Mom had you, seeing you makes Mom feel like life wasn’t lived in vain…”

“Life is long, Mom,” Qiao Qingyu gripped Li Fanghao’s hands tightly, “I’ll take the college entrance exam, go to university, find a job, get married, and have children, Little Yu will also get married and have children, we’ll take care of you together, you’ll enjoy blessings in the latter half of your life…”

Li Fanghao seemed not to hear, just smiling at her through tears, saying nothing.

Qiao Qingyu was completely panicked—

The countdown to the college entrance exam hanging in the corner of the blackboard turned to double digits, tearing away one page each day, the fresh red numbers renewed daily were as eye-catching as fresh blood. Qiao Qingyu’s seat moved to the window by the corridor, in the same row as Ming Sheng, who sat near the back door—he was unwilling to change seats.

When graded test papers were passed back, she would see his scores; when pop quizzes were passed forward, his name was prominently visible. Once during Chinese class, Sun Yinglong wrote the characters for “timely” on the blackboard and asked everyone to write an essay. When the bell rang, Ming Sheng’s composition paper was passed to her, and the four elegant and vigorous characters of the title “Life is but a Moment” stirred up all of Qiao Qingyu’s romance and melancholy.

She heard Ming Sheng stand up, thinking of his bright face, his future as radiant as a sphere of light affecting her; then she thought of Ming Sheng’s grandfather, his deep love for his grandson, his unreserved trust in his son, his rational and unrestrained attitude toward his own life; she thought of Aunt Qin, her tragic life beyond her control; she thought of Qiao Baiyu, whose extremely beautiful life ended abruptly at its most beautiful stage; she also thought of Li Fanghao.

Why think of Mom? Qiao Qingyu anxiously questioned herself. Li Fanghao was fine, alive, she shouldn’t appear in her thoughts.

However, she couldn’t let go of her worry about Li Fanghao. Every night, she tirelessly emphasized to Qiao Lushen to watch Li Fanghao’s sleeping pill dosage, not minding even when Qiao Lushen scolded her for making a fuss; if she didn’t hear Li Fanghao leaving in the morning, she would leap out of bed and pull open the curtains, only feeling relieved after seeing Li Fanghao’s hurrying figure in the streetlight. She felt she was becoming a bit neurotic—sometimes when she came home to see every corner cleaned spotless by Li Fanghao, she would feel deep anxiety—afraid that once Mom cleaned the mortal world completely, she would leave her.

But strangely, except for Qiao Qingyu, no one else in the family felt anything unusual about Li Fanghao, instead saying she was overthinking, that the exam pressure was too much and that she was too nervous.

When she told Qiao Jinyu that Mom had been acting strange since returning, not checking her desk anymore, Qiao Jinyu countered asking if it wasn’t that good, saying Mom trusts you because you’ve performed so well. When she said Mom doesn’t argue with Dad anymore, just doing housework and staying in her room after returning home, Qiao Jinyu said anyone would want to sleep early after working in the shop all day.

“I really think you’re overthinking, Sis,” Qiao Jinyu concluded at the end of their conversation, “Mom hasn’t scolded me in a long time either, even said I’m sensible and know how to be considerate of family. I think it’s great! We’re both very obedient, Mom’s like other mothers, she likes seeing her children doing well, why do you always think she’s so unreasonable?”

“Don’t you feel she has no enthusiasm for life?” Qiao Qingyu asked, “Like she’s given up on herself?”

“She’s getting on in years, both her children are almost adults, what do you want her to do?” Qiao Jinyu retorted, as if Qiao Qingyu was being unreasonable, “Save the world and be a hero? Strive to become the world’s richest person?”

It wasn’t about striving or not striving, but rather that this Li Fanghao with lifeless eyes and floating voice completely lacked the fearlessness and tenacity she had when facing difficulties and moving the entire family from Shun Yun to Huan Prefecture. In Qiao Qingyu’s view, the current Li Fanghao was just a shell whose soul had been drained by life.

Twice she deliberately came home late to draw Li Fanghao’s attention, but both times Li Fanghao was tied up with Qiao Lilong, either washing his clothes and tidying his room or being sent to the supermarket to buy snacks. When Qiao Qingyu deliberately mentioned the reasons for her late return at night, the only response she got was Li Fanghao’s contented smile and deep yawn.

When at her wit’s end, Qiao Qingyu thinks, maybe she should just date during high school, give Li Fanghao’s heart a strong revival, and make her come alive.

But such a shock would be too cruel for Li Fanghao, too irresponsible for herself facing the college entrance exam, and besides—

Too unfair to Ming Sheng.

Yes, there was still Ming Sheng, thankfully there was Ming Sheng. Thinking of him, any bitterness could be dissolved. In her day after day of unsolvable anxiety, he was like that spring breeze making March transparent and refreshing—

One day in late March, after lunch, Qiao Qingyu suggested going to see the winter jasmine behind the library wall, and Guan Lan and Deng Meixi gladly agreed. The three looked up at the sky beside the pale yellow flower clusters, taking several bright selfies together in the sunlight. When returning to the classroom past the library entrance, Qiao Qingyu had a thought and said she wanted to find a magazine, leaving Guan Lan and the others.

Quickly walking into the reading room, she swiftly found “Sprout” magazine on the rack, opened the contents page, and saw her name there.

They had selected her preliminary contest work “I Love You Too,” which made her very happy. Walking back to the classroom, she pondered whether to buy a copy as a memento, otherwise, she might not be able to buy it after the college entrance exam. Then, she dismissed this idea—the finalist list was at the back of the magazine with her name on it, it wouldn’t be good if Li Fanghao discovered it.

Qiao Qingyu entered the classroom through the back door, just passing Ming Sheng’s back of the head when she stopped.

Someone was already sitting in her seat, with a thin figure and disheveled hair.

It was Li Fanghao.



Chapter 58: Hero
No wonder the classroom was so quiet. Noticing Qiao Qingyu’s return, many students turned around, looking back and forth between her and Li Fanghao, their expressions complex. Qiao Qingyu had seen such looks before—they were looking at Li Fanghao as if she were a madwoman. She didn’t blame them; her mother indeed was a madwoman.

She stared at the back of Li Fanghao’s head, took a deep breath, and continued forward, but her advancing leg was blocked by something. Looking down, it was Ming Sheng’s arm.

He turned around, most of his body facing her, shaking his head with an unusually serious expression, as if saying “Don’t go.”

Qiao Qingyu put down her raised foot, looking at Ming Sheng nervously and intently, trying to discover more information from his eyes. Just then—

“Qingqing!”

Ming Sheng’s hand retracted as if electrocuted, and simultaneously, Qiao Qingyu saw Li Fanghao spring up and charge toward them menacingly.

“What were you just doing?!”

As she walked, she pointed at Ming Sheng with a red booklet in her hand. Looking carefully for two seconds, Qiao Qingyu realized that the red booklet was her New Concept first prize certificate.

“What were you just doing to my daughter?!”

Her voice thundered, and everyone in the classroom held their breath.

“Nothing.” Ming Sheng straightened his sitting posture and casually opened a book, his voice neither servile nor overbearing.

“Don’t think I’m afraid just because your family has money and connections,” Li Fanghao reached the last row, passing Chen Shen, using the red certificate to bang Ming Sheng’s desk with loud smacks. “You still have designs on my daughter, don’t you?!”

The air grew terrifyingly still.

“Yes.”

“I warned you before if you bully her…”

“I have no intention of bullying her.”

“Then what did you mean by touching her just now?! You…”

“Mom!” Qiao Qingyu hurriedly went over to grab Li Fanghao’s continuously waving hand, “Mom! You’ve misunderstood!”

“Didn’t you hear him admit he has bad intentions toward you?! Are you stupid?! “

“I…”

“Are all the daughters I gave birth to stupid?! Huh?! All so easily fooled?! Do you know how your sister…”

“Mom!” Qiao Qingyu desperately shouted to interrupt Li Fanghao, “This is the classroom! If you want to scold me, I’ll go home with you!”

“Heh, classroom,” Li Fanghao stepped back as if unsteady, looking around, suddenly throwing the certificate in her hand forcefully at Qiao Qingyu, hitting her chest painfully: “Afraid of losing face? Weren’t you afraid of losing face when you spread our family matters? Secretly going to Shanghai for the competition, you conspired with your father, your teachers, and your classmates to deceive me!”

So it was about this—she probably discovered the “evidence” at Qiao Huan’s home.

“The whole world is against me! My most trusted younger daughter is the best at deceiving me! All of you deceiving me!” Li Fanghao continued raging, her hands trembling as she pulled out a transparent trophy from her shoulder bag, stepped forward, and violently swung it down at Qiao Qingyu.

But there was no pain—Ming Sheng had stood up and blocked it in front of her.

Over Ming Sheng’s shoulder, she saw Li Fanghao step back in surprise, then immediately adopt an even more vicious expression, rushing forward to strike a second time. Qiao Qingyu used all her strength to push Ming Sheng away, herself falling down with a crash, almost kneeling as she moved under Li Fanghao, tightly hugging her legs: “Mom! If you hit me again I’ll jump from the corridor! Then you’ll have no daughters left!!”

Li Fanghao’s hand froze in the air, and just then, Sun Yinglong, who had hurried over, appeared at the classroom’s back door.

Suddenly Li Fanghao burst into loud sobs.

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu stood up and hugged the trembling Li Fanghao, “Mom, don’t worry, I won’t…”

She supported the unsteady Li Fanghao, struggling to help her out of the classroom under Sun Yinglong’s concerned gaze. Standing in the corridor, seeing classmates continuously looking back, Sun Yinglong gestured for Qiao Qingyu to help Li Fanghao to the staircase corner away from everyone’s eyes. So she tightly gripped Li Fanghao’s limp arms and walked toward the stairs. Just as they descended two steps, Ming Sheng’s voice came from the back door.

“Whoever I find spreading or joking about this incident,” his tone was steady, like a naturally imposing male lion, “I’ll make them die.”

The ruthlessness and coldness in that last sentence were fearsome, very much like the characters for “terrifying” in the “consequences will be terrifying” note once posted under the ancient camphor tree—

The next day when Qiao Qingyu returned to school, she was relieved to find everything normal in the classroom, as if everyone had collectively lost their memory. During lunch, Guan Lan told countless jokes, and regardless of how poor they were, Deng Meixi played along enthusiastically, making Qiao Qingyu grateful and touched. After lunch, Guan Lan suggested going to see the winter jasmine again, saying she brought her camera today, but Qiao Qingyu shook her head.

“I want to go talk with Teacher Le Fan,” she looked at the two showing concern in their eyes, saying honestly, “Ask about my mother’s condition, and see what I can do.”

Just like last time, Le Fan opened the door with a warm smile. Similarly, she poured Qiao Qingyu a cup of warm water, sat on the single sofa diagonally across from Qiao Qingyu, and like making small talk, reminisced about the last time Qiao Qingyu came with Wang Mumu.

“I’ve read your articles, all of them, whether from the New Concept competition, anonymous submissions to the school paper, or last year’s plea for justice for your sister,” Le Fan smiled slightly, her words full of appreciation and encouragement, “You’re an insightful child.”

“My mom doesn’t like me writing these things.” Qiao Qingyu responded to Le Fan somewhat dejectedly, using this to open up the conversation.

She said a lot, very much. Nan Qiao Village, Shun Yun, Chaoyang New Village; Qiao Baiyu, Aunt Qin, Li Fanghao; AIDS, sleeping pills. She recalled Li Fanghao’s gentleness when she was young, the extreme control after Qiao Baiyu’s death, and the changes after returning from being away for half a year. She also spoke about her hesitant thoughts about Qiao Jinyu, and how even the most frantic Li Fanghao would return to reason whenever she mentioned jumping.  Finally, she asked Le Fan if she should take Li Fanghao to see a psychiatrist.

Le Fan nodded: “Yes. Your mother likely has severe depression, and has shown suicidal tendencies, the earlier she receives treatment the better. Psychological counseling might not be enough, medication may be needed.”

Qiao Qingyu covered her eyes with both hands, tears flowing through her fingers: “Why didn’t I realize earlier…”

“You’ve already done exceptionally well,” Le Fan sat beside her, her warm hand touching her shoulder, “Child, under such great pressure, you’ve not only taken good care of yourself but also can help family members, that’s wonderful.”

Qiao Qingyu broke into audible sobs. After a while, she stopped sniffling and hesitantly asked Le Fan if people who seemed carefree could also be depressed.

“Of course, everyone hides their true emotions,” Le Fan nodded, “Not showing negative emotions doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

Qiao Qingyu stared blankly at a potted plant illuminated by sunlight in the distance. After a while, she softly broke the silence: “Teacher Le Fan, I feel my sister died by suicide.”

Le Fan made an “oh” sound, seeming not at all surprised.

“In my memory, she was very unrestrained in middle school, completely different from elementary school,” Qiao Qingyu said, “How can a person change so suddenly? Thinking about it now, she was self-destructive, she had given up on herself.”

“Your sister experienced such things just as she was entering puberty,” Le Fan sighed softly, “She was still a child then. In a child’s world, adults are like heaven—if adults say she’s wrong, she’s dirty, she’ll believe she’s fallen, and become dirty. This makes her doubt herself, fundamentally deny her own value of existence.”

“Last year when you exposed your family matters, causing quite a stir, I feel the social commentary also caused you much suffering,” Le Fan continued, “But you should believe that family trauma is like a physical wound—uncovering it brings pain, but that’s the first step toward healing. Ignoring it won’t help.”

Thinking of Li Fanghao, Qiao Qingyu’s heart darkened: “Sister can never come back, I feel Mom can never return to how she was before either.”

“Often, the purpose of treatment isn’t to make people forget pain, but to teach people how to live with pain,” Le Fan said gently, “Not to become slaves to pain.”

“Before, thinking of my sister made me angry, now thinking of her makes me sad,” Qiao Qingyu lowered her eyes gloomily, “I feel this sadness will follow me for life.”

“Do you want to get rid of this sadness?”

“No,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head firmly, “Only forgetting her would get rid of it, and I don’t want to forget her.”

Le Fan smiled slightly, her loving gaze full of encouragement and comfort: “Life is long, you only need to follow your heart, the rest, leave it to time.”

After leaving the counseling room, Qiao Qingyu didn’t return directly to the teaching building but turned into the wisteria passage beside the administration building. Only a few scattered clusters of wisteria flowers had bloomed overhead, embedded in the river-like green leaves, possessing a kind of drifting, lonely beauty. Early blooming means early withering—Qiao Qingyu looked up at them, letting gentle melancholy flow through her heart, while her peripheral vision caught a tall, thin figure slowly walking toward her.

Suddenly she wanted to flee, but her feet felt like they were filled with lead, unable to move.

Walking to her front, Ming Sheng sat down on the long bench at the side of the passage.

Qiao Qingyu withdrew her gaze, giving him a hurried glance: “Why are you here?”

“I’ve been waiting for you downstairs.”

Being alone with Ming Sheng already made Qiao Qingyu uncomfortable, and with yesterday’s scene of Li Fanghao berating him in the classroom still vivid in her mind, Qiao Qingyu felt even more at a loss.

“When my mom hit you with the trophy, did it hurt?”

“Going to say sorry again?” Ming Sheng smiled, “That trophy of yours is quite hard.”

Qiao Qingyu was full of apology: “It hurt a lot, didn’t it?”

“It didn’t hurt.”

“You’re lying.”

“Didn’t hurt.”

“Where did it hit?”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Qiao Qingyu became nervous. Her gaze moved over as Ming Sheng stood up, stepped closer, and lightly tapped his left chest with two fingers: “Here.”

Qiao Qingyu’s ears reddened: “I’m sorry.”

“Told you not to say that.”

For a moment, both were silent. In the unbearable silence, Qiao Qingyu stepped toward the teaching building, Ming Sheng following closely behind, maintaining a one-step distance—this was the first time they walked together like this on campus. After passing the assembly square, Qiao Qingyu couldn’t stand the curious or excited gazes falling on her and started running when passing through the first and second-year teaching buildings.

Fortunately, Ming Sheng didn’t follow.

But after entering the third-year teaching building, Qiao Qingyu stopped at the staircase corner.

Half a minute later Ming Sheng appeared, as if to get revenge, he walked past her calmly, without stopping.

“Hey!” Qiao Qingyu had to call out.

“What—” Ming Sheng deliberately dragged out his tone from above the stairs, turning around lazily to look down at her, his mouth holding back a smile.

“Can you give me Dr. Lin’s phone number?”

The teasing smile disappeared, and Ming Sheng’s expression turned serious.

“I want to persuade my mom to see her.”

Ming Sheng didn’t immediately nod, but walked down with a grave expression, making Qiao Qingyu inexplicably anxious. Reaching her front, Ming Sheng stopped: “Of course.”

“But I want to take you there first, would you be willing?” he asked, somewhat carefully.

“You think I should see a psychiatrist too?”

“No,” Ming Sheng shook his head in denial, his voice unusually gentle, “It’s because your sister once went to Dr. Lin.”

Qiao Qingyu raised her eyes in surprise.

“I asked,” Ming Sheng looked at Qiao Qingyu, his eyes full of tenderness, “That consultation was recorded.”—

The day they went to Dr. Lin’s office was Sunday, the day before the Qing Ming Festival. That day Qiao Lilong insisted on returning to Nan Qiao Village, saying he needed to sweep the graves the next day for Qing Ming, so they had no choice but to let Qiao Jinyu accompany him.

Qiao Huan also had to return to her hometown for two days during Qing Ming, suddenly leaving only the couple Qiao Lushen and Li Fanghao in the shop again. Before leaving, Qiao Qingyu made an excuse about going to the library. Li Fanghao’s gaze was deep, as if seeing through her, but said nothing.

“Go ahead,” Qiao Lushen decided, “come back early.”

Dr. Lin’s office was called Heart’s Voice Cottage, located in a low-rise office building by Qing Lake. Before going, Qiao Qingyu specifically researched online and learned that Dr. Lin was Ming Sheng’s father Wen Qiuxin’s high school classmate and longtime friend, who not only founded Heart’s Voice Cottage but had also written many books and was renowned in the field. On the way, Qiao Qingyu felt nervous, but upon seeing Ming Sheng’s smiling face at the office building, she suddenly became calm.

“How did you know my sister came here?” she asked Ming Sheng after entering the building.

“I know far more than you imagine.”

After entering the elevator, he added: “How could I stand by idly about things you care so much about?”

“You’re willing to talk to your dad now?”

“I’ve been talking to him for a while.”

Ming Sheng gave Qiao Qingyu a reproachful look, with a helpless “what else could I do” expression: “Last year, didn’t I call Sister Mumu, wanting you to come to find Dr. Lin yourself?”

“Oh,” Qiao Qingyu suddenly realized, “I thought you felt I had psychological problems, so…”

Ming Sheng smiled slightly: “That was just an excuse I gave Sister Mumu. If you had called Dr. Lin then, you could have learned the truth about your sister earlier… but you didn’t call.”

“Mm,” Qiao Qingyu, deeply moved, explained softly, “I don’t need any psychological counseling.”

“You’re an uncompromising warrior, I truly admire that,” Ming Sheng’s bright eyes looked at her, “but psychological counseling isn’t something shameful. Of course, I also think you don’t need it, Sister Mumu needs it more…”

The elevator door opened, and he stood sideways, raising his arm to block the door, letting Qiao Qingyu walk out first, then following.

“Um,” he suddenly seemed a bit flustered, “um, between Sister Mumu and me, there’s nothing, please don’t misunderstand… Her father was hospitalized last year, I visited three times, just that, well, our family did help them, but…”

Ming Sheng’s somewhat incoherent urgency made Qiao Qingyu smile contentedly: “It’s okay, I don’t misunderstand.”

“Then why did you deliberately write ‘Hearing It a Hundred Times’ last year to tease me?”

Perhaps because Qiao Qingyu was too quick to accept, Ming Sheng seemed somewhat dissatisfied.

“You could tell I wrote that?”

“I’ve read your writing so many times,” Ming Sheng’s tone held both pride and grievance, “You thought anonymity would settle it?”

“That article was just a product of my emotions at the time,” Qiao Qingyu stopped walking and explained seriously, “I’m a very rational person.”

“What emotions?”

For some reason, Qiao Qingyu’s face suddenly burned, and she didn’t want to answer this question, so she pretended not to hear and continued walking.

“What emotions?” Ming Sheng pursued.

“I forgot.”

“Jealousy?”

This was unbearable. Even more unbearable was that upon hearing these two embarrassing words, she didn’t dare glare at him at all. Fortunately, seconds later they were standing outside the glass door of “Heart’s Voice Cottage.”

Ming Sheng stepped forward, his chest brushing against Qiao Qingyu’s shoulder as he pushed open the heavy glass door.

“A’Sheng,” Qiao Qingyu turned to look at him, “thank you for bringing me here.”

“Stop saying such formal things,” he responded tenderly, “just remember to find me when you need to cry.”—

Dr. Lin was gentle and didn’t say much. After Ming Sheng’s brief introduction, she took Qiao Qingyu to a reception room, inserted a CD into the computer, pressed play, and left Qiao Qingyu alone there.

Qiao Qingyu had expected she would cry while listening to the recording but hadn’t expected tears to well up as soon as Qiao Baiyu began speaking.

“Hello, doctor, I’m Qiao Baiyu.”

So polite, so careful. She felt as if she were sitting opposite Qiao Baiyu, traversing time.

“I’ve been very troubled lately, always thinking about death, especially at night. As soon as it gets dark, I become very scared… I’m afraid to sleep, because once I fall asleep I dream, dream about things from when I was young… I’m running on the mountain, so happy, my brother catches me, says he loves me, hugs and kisses me, puts me on the grass, unties my skirt…”

“I feel like I’m being torn apart, that feeling of pain, I still remember it… I loved him too, and I still love him even now… but I know we’re impossible, it goes against ethics and morality… I might already be dead, after loving him, after killing our seed, I died, right? The current me isn’t me anymore, how could this dirty body be me? So he won’t even look at me now…”

“I always feel I should have died earlier… These years, I’ve been disobedient, my father, mother, brother, and sister have all been looked down upon… They’re all very good to me, don’t scold me or curse me, my parents save all the good things for me, but I’m still not satisfied… Why am I never satisfied? I’m too greedy… I’m a filthy person, better to die, that way father and mother will have it easier, and sister won’t have to wear my old clothes every day, I really should die…”

No, sister.

“I feel living to twenty is enough,” Qiao Baiyu’s voice was hoarse in the player, “but my mom read my diary, and discovered what I wrote, she’s very worried and says I have psychological problems. So I came to see a doctor, to keep her from worrying.”

Then, Dr. Lin’s voice came through, and under her guidance, Qiao Baiyu detailed her past life. Many times, Qiao Qingyu heard her mention herself, saying “adorable sister,” “sister is so understanding,” and when wrongly accusing Qiao Qingyu of receiving roses, Qiao Baiyu’s voice was very ashamed: “I hope sister doesn’t blame me, I just didn’t want to see mom’s worried face, seeing her worry about me makes me very angry, I don’t know why.”

I don’t blame you, Qiao Qingyu whispered, Qiao Baiyu’s face appearing before her eyes, bright and flawless, transforming into white wings in her increasingly blurry, tearful vision, suddenly sliding away with her tears, disappearing—

After the player went silent, Qiao Qingyu sat for a long while, until Dr. Lin brought Ming Sheng in through the door.

She talked with Qiao Qingyu for a while, then took the CD away, leaving the two of them. Perhaps because her expression was off, Ming Sheng opened his mouth, then seemed afraid to disturb her and hesitated. Seeing him standing there, unusually showing awkwardness in both hands and feet, Qiao Qingyu smiled gently.

“I’ve already cried.”

“I can see that.”

Qiao Qingyu stood up: “Let’s go.”

Along the way, Ming Sheng followed behind her without speaking. Walking out of the office building, Qiao Qingyu looked at the sunset at the end of the road, then turned to ask Ming Sheng if he knew exactly how Qiao Baiyu had passed away.

“Well,” Ming Sheng hesitated, “your family hasn’t told you?”

“Suicide, right?”

The sunset dyed Ming Sheng’s eyes deep gold, and he slowly nodded.

“What method?”

“Do you need to know so clearly?”

“Yes.”

Ming Sheng’s chest heaved as he exhaled deeply: “Paraquat.”

“Pesticide?”

“Yes, reportedly brought from her hometown, kept with her all along.”

Paraquat, what a devastatingly cruel name, a chill flashed through Qiao Qingyu’s heart.

“First she went to Wei’ai Hospital for acute appendicitis surgery, by the time your parents arrived the surgery was already done, for some reason that day your sister insisted on getting an HIV test, and it came back positive, that night while your parents were away, she drank paraquat,” Ming Sheng spoke while observing Qiao Qingyu’s expression, “By the time Wei’ai’s care worker discovered her, she was almost gone, they pumped her stomach at Wei’ai first, then transferred her to Provincial First, she lingered in ICU for half a month before passing.”

The word “lingered” struck Qiao Qingyu.

“Was she in pain when she passed?”

Ming Sheng looked at her, his eyes gentle and profound: “I heard from my father that your sister remained conscious, and insisted on leaving, but your parents wouldn’t agree, had the hospital spare no effort to save her…”

“Even if saved, there would be aftereffects, right?”

Ming Sheng looked deep into Qiao Qingyu’s eyes: “Half a bottle of paraquat… even with all efforts, she couldn’t be saved.”

“My sister must have died in extreme pain.”

Now it was Ming Sheng’s turn to fall silent.

“I think your grandfather was very wise and very fortunate,” Qiao Qingyu turned to look at Ming Sheng, “He wanted to leave this world with dignity, and he achieved that. How many people in the world have no control over their life and death.”

After speaking, she turned to look at the sunset.

“Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng’s voice indicated he had moved closer, “are you okay?”

“I’m okay.” Qiao Qingyu faced the sunset, closing her eyes briefly to hide her tears, then turned back with a faint smile, “Thank you.”

“You can bring your mother anytime.”

“Mm, I was just thinking,” Qiao Qingyu looked back at the sunset, “These two days while my grandfather isn’t here, it might be better to send my mom to the hospital for treatment.”

“Treatment?”

“The Ninth Hospital, I’m not sure either, but I can’t think of a more suitable place,” Qiao Qingyu turned back again, “Home is too heavy for my mom… She needs a quiet environment away from family troubles.”

Ming Sheng nodded as if understanding yet not quite understanding but convinced, while looking at her somewhat incredulously: “You’re saying you want to send your mom in these two days?”

“Yes, tomorrow is Qing Ming, and the shop is closed, it’s just the right opportunity,” Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath, “The day after tomorrow, my grandfather returns, things will be difficult then… I hope it can succeed.”

“Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng’s voice carried amazement, “I have three words to say to you.”

Three words? Qiao Qingyu’s ears burned, and her heart quickly rose to her throat.

“True hero.”

She laughed in surprise, gracefully responding to the golden tenderness in Ming Sheng’s eyes under the sunset: “You too.”



Chapter 59: Wings
Because they were going to visit Qiao Baiyu at An Ling Cemetery the next day for the Qing Ming Festival, that evening, Qiao Lushen posted a sign reading “Family Matter, Closed for One Day” on the noodle shop’s rolling metal door and closed early.

The couple went to buy incense, spirit money, and other ceremonial items near the hospital, and brought back an elegant bundle of yellow and white chrysanthemums—the bouquet was large and beautifully wrapped, looking expensive.

That day after returning home, Li Fanghao showered early, and after organizing the items needed for tomorrow’s grave visit, went into her room. Hearing the door close, Qiao Qingyu walked out of her partitioned space to see Qiao Lushen sprawled on the sofa, having just pressed the TV remote.

“Qingqing, go take a shower.”

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu walked over and sat on the sofa, “why did you buy such a large bouquet today?”

Qiao Lushen stared blankly at the TV: “Oh, your mom wanted to buy it.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why, she wanted to buy it so we bought it,” Qiao Lushen gave Qiao Qingyu a reproachful look, putting down the remote, “Qingqing, let me ask you something.”

Qiao Qingyu couldn’t help but sit up straight.

“About that classmate of yours, the one whose father is the director of Provincial First Hospital, that male classmate,” Qiao Lushen said thoughtfully, “is there nothing between you?”

“There’s nothing.”

“Really?” Qiao Lushen frowned, “Your mom says this is what worries her most, she says that boy is difficult to deal with, afraid he’ll deceive you… I tried to convince her our Qingqing has a clear mind, even if you’ve had some contact with him, it’s probably because his father is at Provincial First, wanting to learn about Xiaobai’s situation from him… isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu nodded, “that’s right.”

Qiao Lushen sighed in relief: “You ah, hey.”

“I know everything about sister now,” Qiao Qingyu paused, adding two words, “all of it.”

“Mm.”

“It must have been agonizing for Mom and Dad at the hospital before,” Qiao Qingyu said softly, imagining her parents’ helplessness watching Qiao Baiyu’s life rapidly slip away before their eyes, “How sister passed, you didn’t even tell Grandfather and Grandmother?”

“We didn’t dare tell.” Qiao Lushen sighed.

“Sister was at Wei’ai Hospital…” Qiao Qingyu didn’t say the words “drank pesticide,” paused then continued: “Then transferred to Provincial First, right?”

“Ah, we sued Wei’ai, feeling how could their hospital not discover it in time,” Qiao Lushen said, “If earlier, your sister would have had more hope… but thinking back, who could have imagined Xiaobai would… Even saying she died of illness led to gossip, ah… Your mom and I were so desperate at the hospital then, not enough money, and your sister, determined to die… The hospital clearly said they couldn’t save her, told us to take your sister home, your mom went crazy, made a scene at the director’s office, crying desperately begging the hospital to save her…”

As he spoke, Qiao Lushen lowered his head and wiped his face with his hand.

“Let’s not talk about it anymore, Dad,” Qiao Qingyu put her hand on Qiao Lushen’s shoulder, “It’s all in the past, let’s not talk about it.”

“Mm, won’t talk about it, it’s all past, we’ve all moved on now.”

“Dad,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head seriously, “Mom hasn’t moved on.”

Qiao Lushen looked at Qiao Qingyu, tears still glistening in the corners of his eyes.

“I know Mom almost jumped from the building when sister passed away and jumped into the reservoir back home last August,” Qiao Qingyu said very seriously, “This past month and more, the things she’s said… like just now when you said what she worries about most… why is it what she worries about ‘most’? Dad, don’t you think speaking like this is strange?”

Qiao Lushen’s brows furrowed, seeming moved by her words, yet also somewhat guilty.

“She used to say she wanted to die before too…”

“So she did try to die before, it wasn’t a joke,” Qiao Qingyu emphasized while her nose stung, “Dad, let’s help Mom.”

“Who doesn’t want to help, I want her to be happy too,” Qiao Lushen sighed, “The problem is life just goes on like this, how can we help…”

“I’ll help.”

Qiao Lushen smiled bitterly and shook his head: “Just focus on your studies, and do well in the college entrance exam, that will make your mom happy.”

I’m afraid Mom won’t make it to my exam day—Qiao Qingyu thought, but didn’t say it aloud. The luxurious chrysanthemum bouquet in the corner, so out of place in this simple home, seemed to her like some kind of terrible omen. Before sleeping, she reminded Qiao Lushen as usual to check the sleeping pill dosage, but after entering her partitioned space and closing the door, she didn’t get into bed for a long time.

Like noting key points of knowledge, she wrote down on paper the main points she wanted to tell Li Fanghao, rationally analyzing her sister’s tragedy and the family’s suffering, emotionally expressing her care and dependence on her mother, then stepping back to write about the meaning of life, borrowing Teacher Le Fan’s words about healing and pain. She reminded herself to apologize for previous irreparable mistakes, to understand her mother’s predicament, that it was she who had pushed her into the abyss of family relationships. She also reminded herself to make promises, promise not to do things that would worry her mother, whether choosing a university major, or—anything else.

When she put down her pen, the house was completely silent. The paper on the desk was filled with writing, but Qiao Qingyu felt it wasn’t enough.

On second thought, she turned the paper over and wrote down “Tell Mom not to blame herself for sister, not to blame herself for being too strict with me.”

But it still wasn’t enough.

On the contrary, the more Qiao Qingyu thought, the more uncertain she felt—if she said all these well-reasoned words, wouldn’t she be telling Mom that her daughter had everything figured out, no need to worry?

That would be terrible.

Taking a different approach, what if she simply told Mom that if she didn’t go to the hospital for treatment, she would stop studying?

Or use both soft and hard tactics, both kindly persuading and using her studies as leverage, would that work? As long as she could get Mom to agree to rest properly in the hospital, being a little harsh wouldn’t matter, right?

Qiao Qingyu stood up, and fell backward onto the bed, staring at the yellowing ceiling, her heart confused and blocked, finding no way out.

She thought of Li Fanghao’s face, pale, weak, yet always tense. When was the last time she saw Mom smile from her heart? When was the last time she heard Mom’s energetic gentle voice? There were no clear memories.

Qiao Qingyu suddenly felt sad for Li Fanghao—her elder daughter would rather give her diary to a madwoman than to her, her younger daughter kept her thoughts deep inside and never opened her heart. She gave her all to her daughters, yet her daughters closed off their hearts to her. Thinking about it made her feel suffocated and desperate.

Spring breeze moved the curtains, and Qiao Qingyu turned off the light, feeling herself sinking in the gently surging dim light.

Li Fanghao’s words berating her in the classroom echoed in her mind, “My most trusted younger daughter is the best at deceiving me.”

She felt she had suddenly hit bottom. Yes, what Li Fanghao yearned for was intimacy and sincerity.

Qiao Qingyu decided to give herself up, completely, without reservation—

Like last year, fine rain fell on Qing Ming Day. Qiao Qingyu and her family arrived early, the cemetery still looking quiet. Dense raindrops covered Qiao Baiyu’s slightly yellowed photograph, her bright smiling eyes seeming to cry, carrying a beauty of ultimate sorrow. The rain made it difficult to burn the spirit money, extending the memorial time much longer than last year. When leaving, Li Fanghao bent down, carefully wiping the rain from Qiao Baiyu’s face with her sleeve.

“Xiaobai, good daughter, Mom has visited.”

It was still early when they left the cemetery, and Li Fanghao suggested the whole family take a walk by Qing Lake.

“Haven’t been to see Qing Lake since coming to Huan Prefecture,” she smiled at father and daughter, “Let’s see if the lotus flowers have bloomed.”

For the first time, Qiao Qingyu noticed Qiao Lushen seemed a bit panicked.

“There aren’t any lotus flowers right now,” he said stiffly while giving Qiao Qingyu meaningful looks.

“Let’s go look anyway, it’s rare to have the time,” Li Fanghao said, “We can take a family photo too… it’s a pity Xiaoyu isn’t home.”

“Let’s go take a look,” Qiao Qingyu nodded, returning a reassuring look to Qiao Lushen, “When Xiaoyu comes next time, we can go again.”

At Qing Lake, the family of three strolled along the shore, following the same route Qiao Qingyu had taken when she first snuck out. Because of the rain, each held their umbrella, not talking much among themselves. After walking for over half an hour, they reached the south shore of Qing Lake, where Li Fanghao, who was in front, stepped into a pavilion and closed her umbrella.

The pavilion had two long benches, and Li Fanghao sat down looking out at the misty expanse of the lake, while Qiao Lushen sat on the opposite bench facing her.

Qiao Qingyu turned to go into the small shop behind the pavilion to buy water.

Returning with the water, she saw her parents exchange a glance, silent and wordless.

So she walked over and sat beside Li Fanghao, calling out “Mom.”

“Would you like some water?”

Li Fanghao turned back, looking at her with a gratified smile: “Qingqing is good.”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath, “I…”

Before the words came out, her eyes were already wet. Li Fanghao reached out to touch her face: “Why are you crying…”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu steadied herself, “do you remember that summer when we first came to Huan Prefecture, before school started when you went to buy me a phone?”

“Mm,” Li Fanghao’s voice was somewhat distant, “the phone.”

“That day I secretly ran to Qing Lake to play by myself.”

“Oh.”

“Mom,” Qiao Qingyu gently grabbed Li Fanghao’s hand which was still caressing her face, “Mom, are you very disappointed in me?”

“You’ve grown up…”

“I have more and more things on my mind,” Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath, “don’t know who to tell.”

Li Fanghao’s eyelids lowered slightly, and when she looked back at her, there was expectation in her eyes, as if waiting.

“Can I tell you?”

“Silly child,” Li Fanghao suddenly smiled faintly, tears glistening, “of course, you can tell Mom, don’t keep it bottled up.”

Qiao Lushen tactfully stood up, reopened his umbrella, and walked out into the rain.

In the pavilion, Qiao Qingyu reached out and gently wiped away the tears from the corners of Li Fanghao’s eyes.

“Mom, I can tell you everything, right?”

“Yes,” Li Fanghao smiled at her, tears welling up again, “don’t be afraid of Mom.”

So Qiao Qingyu recounted everything that had happened since coming to Huan Prefecture in complete detail. She confessed about He Kai, told about Ming Sheng’s confrontation with He Kai, and the isolation she faced during her first half year at Second Middle School; she spoke of her efforts to uncover the true cause of Qiao Baiyu’s death, and how her anger toward Qiao Jinrui and Nan Qiao Village was aroused; she mentioned how Ming Sheng initially rejected her request, and then inexplicably confessed to her; she said Wang Mumu was her first and most important friend, and that writing wasn’t just a pastime for her, but a way to ensure self-reflection and calmness; regarding the New Concept competition, she said she considered it something to be proud of. As for now, with less than seventy days until the college entrance exam, her mind was unsettled because—she paused, then continued—because she felt Mom was mentally unstable, afraid Mom would leave her behind.

Li Fanghao’s tears flowed continuously: “Silly child…”

“Mom, were you planning these days to…” Qiao Qingyu didn’t continue.

“Mom knows something’s wrong with herself, after making that scene in your classroom last time, Mom regretted it so much… ruined my elder daughter and now wants to ruin my younger daughter…”

“It’s not like that, Mom.”

Li Fanghao seemed not to hear: “But Mom’s heart is so bitter…”

“Let me take you to see a doctor, Mom,” Qiao Qingyu said softly, “Let’s go today, okay? Take some medicine, rest for a while and you’ll be better.”

“My daughter wants me to go to the hospital to recover,” Li Fanghao smiled bitterly, “What will the people in Nan Qiao Village say? They’ll say you’re heartless, sending your mother to the hospital as a mental patient…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Qiao Qingyu shook her head, “Let them say what they want, I don’t care.”

“Your grandfather still needs Mom to take care of him…”

“If Mom enters the hospital today, Grandfather won’t come tomorrow,” Qiao Qingyu said, “He probably won’t want to come to our home anymore, he thinks our family is unlucky.”

Li Fanghao didn’t speak, seeming to be deep in thought.

“Grandfather doesn’t like Huan Prefecture,” Qiao Qingyu said, “He says he can’t get used to it…”

“The elderly need someone to take care of them…”

“We each need to take care of ourselves first,” Qiao Qingyu said, “before we can take care of others. Mom, you need to take care of yourself before you have the energy to take care of us.”

“Ah,” Li Fanghao lowered her head and sighed deeply, “Seeing a doctor will cost so much money again.”

“I’ll earn more money in the future,” Qiao Qingyu said, “Mom, I’ll major in finance, and study at a university in Shanghai, nowhere else.”

Li Fanghao looked toward the lake.

“Mom…”

“That boy hasn’t interfered with your studies, has he?” She suddenly turned her head, her gaze becoming as all-seeing as before, “You haven’t developed any feelings at all?”

Qiao Qingyu understood what she meant. The impulse to shake her head rose, but she stopped it. Complete honesty, she reminded herself, feeling as if all eyes in the universe were watching to see if she could give her whole heart—as if she had made a solemn vow last night, and now heaven was testing her.

“I like him too.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt herself prostrate on the ground, like a sacrifice offered to fate. Could her naked heart exchange for her mother’s health and peace?

Li Fanghao stared at her: “It won’t work.”

“I know.”

“Are his grades about the same as yours?”

“He’s going to study abroad.” Qiao Qingyu comforted Li Fanghao, feeling both relieved and dejected.

“Going to study abroad yet still flirting with you? Irresponsible!”

Those words made it difficult for Qiao Qingyu to breathe, she looked toward the murky, endless lake surface, opening her mouth to exhale the heavy air in her chest.

Now Li Fanghao’s gaze at her was full of sighs. Then, she moved closer, opening her arms to embrace Qiao Qingyu.

“It’s okay, don’t be sad, Mom is here,” she said, “Be good, listen to Mom, and study hard, Mom will listen to you and go to the hospital for treatment, get healthy, and stay with you for life.”

As she spoke, she stroked Qiao Qingyu’s back with her hand, full of maternal love, selfless and strong.

But Qiao Qingyu felt that hand pressing down on her wings that had somehow already spread. So she leaned her body back slightly, gently leaving Li Fanghao’s embrace, and instead took hold of her mother’s hand.

“Let’s work hard together, Mom.”

Setting aside all the disappointment and unwillingness in her heart—whether it was the compromised choice of university or the unreachable love—she felt she was still happy, happy that even in such a sad moment, she still had the strength to break free from her mother’s arms.



Chapter 60: The Path
As Qiao Qingyu had hoped, upon hearing that Li Fanghao was suddenly diagnosed with severe depression and hospitalized, Qiao Lilong voluntarily abandoned the idea of returning to Huanzhou. When Qiao Huan returned to Huanzhou, she gathered Qiao Lilong’s clothes that were left at her place and delivered them to Building 39, telling Qiao Lushen that Qiao Lilong wanted these clothes thrown away.

“Those clothes can stay, but we need to ward off evil spirits,” Liu Yanfen yelled over the phone to Qiao Lushen. “Your home and shop need cleansing too…”

Before he could respond, Qiao Qingyu snatched her father’s phone: “Aunt, warding off evil spirits won’t help, and besides, our family matters don’t need your concern.”

“I’m just saying, which family with daughters is like yours…”

“Our family may have made countless mistakes, but our only real mistake was clashing with Nan Qiao Village,” Qiao Qingyu interrupted Liu Yanfen, continuing despite Qiao Lushen’s shock, “Don’t worry, we won’t come back anymore, we won’t plague you any more.”

Under the watchful eyes of Qiao Lushen and Qiao Jinyu, she hung up the phone and took a deep breath before solemnly announcing to her father and brother: “I’ve agreed with Mom that when she’s discharged, regardless of when that is, I’ll take her away from Huanzhou, away from Shun Yun, to find a beautiful small city where nobody knows her, and help her start a new life.”

Neither father nor son spoke. After a while, Qiao Jinyu turned to Qiao Lushen: “Dad, Sister’s idea is good. I support her.”

Qiao Lushen sighed.

“Let Sister focus on university. I’ll come with you,” Qiao Jinyu looked at Qiao Qingyu, then back at Qiao Lushen. “When Mom gets better, our family can start fresh somewhere else. Don’t worry.”

Qiao Lushen sighed again, gazing out the window, his graying temples making him look ten years older than usual. After a long while, he turned back, looking both helpless and gratified: “We’ll need to find a place with housing prices similar to Shun Yun… We’ll have to sell our house here, partly to fund Qingqing’s university education and Mom’s treatment, and partly to buy a small house in the new place. Without a house, there’s no home.”

The siblings both said “yes” in unison, and when they exchanged smiles, Qiao Qingyu caught the glimmer of tears in Qiao Jinyu’s eyes, and his barely audible “Sister, keep going.”

“Keep going” was also what Qiao Qingyu told herself. After Li Fanghao’s hospitalization, the family had found some peace, and the house was unusually quiet, but her state began to waver. After the Qingming Festival came the first mock exam, where she dropped beyond the top hundred in her grade. Compared to Ming Sheng, who had received admission notices from prestigious American universities and risen to the top ten in their grade, they were worlds apart.

Qiao Qingyu told herself that fluctuations were normal and that she had been too distracted by family matters lately. She consoled herself that since she wasn’t aiming for Peking University anymore, with these grades she could still enter a decent school studying finance in Shanghai, closer to home. But deep down, she was incredibly disappointed in herself.

Not just disappointed – she had lost her motivation to study. She seemed to suddenly realize how ugly the repetitive, monotonous life of a third-year high school student was. The formulas and letters on test papers seemed meaningless, merely consuming her youth. With less than sixty days until the college entrance exam, developing this aversion to studying terrified her.

He looked at Qiao Qingyu and smiled helplessly: “I just realized our families are very similar, both typical of village families.”

“We’re letting go of that home,” Qiao Qingyu said frankly, feeling unburdened. “We’re selling the house in Shun Yun, and after my mother is discharged in July, our family will buy a small house in Sui Lake.”

“Oh?” He Feihai was a bit surprised. “Sui Lake?”

“The taste and climate are similar to Shun Yun, and it’s not far from Huanzhou,” Qiao Qingyu explained while Qiao Jinyu nodded beside her. “It’s a new city born from vast waters, spacious with few people, beautiful scenery, and both living costs and housing prices are reasonable.”

He Feihai smiled, full of regret: “Then I won’t be able to visit you when I pass through Huanzhou anymore.”

“We’d be happy enough if you could visit Sister.”

He Feihai nodded, asking Qiao Qingyu how her exams went.

“It was okay.”

“My sister’s usual grades are good enough for Peking University.”

“Hey—” Qiao Qingyu stopped Qiao Jinyu with a look. “I’m not planning to go to Beijing, I’m going to Shanghai.”

Knowing that He Feihai also studied finance, Qiao Qingyu asked him about university life.

“Many people think the college entrance exam is the endpoint, but it’s not,” He Feihai said. “If you treat it as the endpoint, you might break down in university… There was someone in our dorm, a provincial top scorer, who dropped out in his sophomore year…”

Qiao Qingyu nodded: “We can’t relax for a moment.”

“You need goals, the earlier the better,” He Feihai said. “For example, if you want to study abroad, you need to prepare many things in advance… Do you want to study abroad in the future?”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head without thinking, but Qiao Jinyu became anxious: “No, Sister, Brother He got a scholarship, right? It doesn’t cost family money?”

“Even my university tuition is from financial aid. In high school, I never thought I could study abroad,” He Feihai smiled. “Qingqing, once you enter university, you’ll understand that the future is vast, anything is possible,” he paused, then added, “What heights you reach depends on your effort, not your family background.”

I understand the principle, Qiao Qingyu thought, somewhat indifferently, though her mood brightened considerably. After saying goodbye to He Feihai, the siblings went directly to Huanzhou Ninth People’s Hospital to visit Li Fanghao. Wearing blue and white hospital clothes, Li Fanghao was in good spirits, and when she saw Qiao Qingyu, she broke into a delighted smile.

“Come here,” she took Qiao Qingyu’s hand, her eyes full of tender love as if she hadn’t seen her in ages – though in fact, Qiao Qingyu had visited just three days ago. “Qingqing, you’re done with the exams.”

“Mom, I think it went okay.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine, just good that it’s over,” Li Fanghao said, taking out a box from her bedside cabinet. “Here, Mom has a gift for you.”

Opening it, it was a phone, without a keyboard, with a large smooth screen and “HTC” printed in the upper left corner.

“When you’re away, call home more often,” Li Fanghao smiled, stroking her head. “After the college entrance exam, you’re an adult, you’ll have to walk your path.”

“I picked it!” Qiao Jinyu jumped over to claim credit, pulling an outdated Nokia from his pocket. “Sister, you’ll be home for summer vacation, let’s share it~”

Li Fanghao scolded Qiao Jinyu, but Qiao Qingyu happily agreed. After their laughter, the doctor came in for a routine check, confirmed Li Fanghao’s recovery progress, and then walked out of the ward with the siblings.

“Can my mother be discharged in July?” Qiao Qingyu asked.

“She could be discharged now if she wanted, or stay another two months if you’re worried,” the doctor said. “The key is to avoid any major stress after discharge. As family members, try to provide her with a stable environment, show her love, and communicate with her often.”

The doctor’s words gave Qiao Qingyu a clear direction.

Back home, Qiao Lushen followed her suggestion and decided to speed up the house change. They made two trips to Sui Lake and quickly found a well-ventilated second-hand apartment, paying the full amount at once. The house was well-maintained, with beige floor tiles gleaming like new, clean, and bright bathrooms, and two rooms, each with large windows. It didn’t need major renovations – just wall painting, replacing bathroom and kitchen utilities, and adding household appliances and furniture before moving in.

Under the sun, Qiao Qingyu, Qiao Lushen, and Qiao Jinyu made several trips to furniture markets, and by early July, they had the Sui Lakehouse ready. When they showed photos to Li Fanghao, she was very satisfied, her smile full of anticipation for their new life.

Amidst the busy family matters, the college entrance exam results and university applications seemed almost trivial to Qiao Qingyu – and her feeling wasn’t wrong. She ranked twenty-sixth in her grade and within the top hundred in the province, so she confidently applied to Fudan University’s School of Economics. The admission notice arrived in late July, sent directly to their new home in Sui Lake according to the address Qiao Qingyu provided.

That was their second day after moving to Sui Lake. After more than a month of house hunting, renovating, terminating leases at the noodle shop and Chaoyang New Village, and moving, Qiao Lushen, Qiao Jinyu, and Qiao Qingyu were all somewhat tired. Finally settled, they would arrange the house over the next two days, and then bring Li Fanghao over – she had been eager to leave the hospital, not wanting to waste money.

In Sui Lake, she still shared a room with Qiao Jinyu, but this time the window was large, divided in half by plywood, and Qiao Qingyu’s side was against the wall, creating a private sanctuary when the door was closed. She positioned her desk facing the window, put her Fudan admission notice and New Concept First Prize certificate in the drawer, and gazed at the nearby Sui Lake, dazzling under the bright sun – so bright it brought tears to her eyes.

“Sister,” Qiao Jinyu pushed open the door, “the computer’s in Mom and Dad’s room, with the internet cable, so when Mom comes, she can watch dramas and such.”

“Okay,” Qiao Qingyu turned around, “where’s Dad?”

“Gone shopping for groceries,” Qiao Jinyu said as he walked into the room, picking up the crystal ball Qiao Qingyu had placed on the windowsill. “Sister, are you sad?”

“No, I’m not,” Qiao Qingyu smiled, “just a little melancholic.”

“Sister, let me ask you something.”

“Mm.”

“Well,” Qiao Jinyu put the crystal ball back in its place, “was there something between you and Ming Sheng?”

Qiao Qingyu paused, then asked with a dry laugh: “Something like what?”

“A while ago, when the shop was about to close, he came in one day, and startled me,” Qiao Jinyu said. “You know what? He remembered me! Called me by name directly, and said, ‘Qiao Jinyu, give me a bowl of signature beef noodles.’ I asked if he wanted it spicy because usually, Huanzhou people don’t eat spicy food, right? Why else would Mom and Dad rent a shop in Chaoyang New Village where there are more out-of-towners? But he said, ‘Just like how your sister usually has it.'”

Qiao Qingyu’s breathing unconsciously became heavier.

“How spicy do you usually eat? I wasn’t sure, so I asked again, ‘As spicy as my sister?’ Qiao Jinyu suddenly smiled, “He said, ‘Yes, the same.’ Then… you know what? When the noodles were served, he stared at them for five or six seconds before picking up his chopsticks, probably shocked… I suspect he can’t handle spicy food at all.”

“Did he eat it?”

“Finished it all,” Qiao Jinyu said. “But he was in quite a state – when he paid, I saw his eyes and nose were red, the spiciness had brought tears to his eyes.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“Yes,” Qiao Jinyu smiled mysteriously, “I asked if it was too spicy, and he nodded at first, looking like he didn’t want to talk, but then he mumbled something. I couldn’t hear clearly, but it sounded like ‘unforgettable’ or something like that?”

Unforgettable. Qiao Qingyu looked at the crystal ball on the windowsill, shining and lonely in the sunlight, like a star fallen from the night sky.

“Sister?”

“Ming Sheng and I were classmates in high school,” she held back the ache in her nose and looked steadily at Qiao Jinyu, “That’s all.”



Chapter 61: New City
College life was just as Wang Mumu had once described – it was fluid.

Each day meant running back and forth across the vast campus for classes, with dormitory roommates from Heilongjiang to Hainan, spanning the entirety of China. Their night talks covered everything, from celebrity gossip to professors’ love stories, from calculus to Wall Street. Qiao Qingyu only occasionally chimed in, yet felt she spoke more than she had in all her previous years combined – entering this new environment, she again felt her own slowness to adapt. The university was too rich with experiences; she could barely keep up.

Her roommates called her “Qianqian” because she often smiled faintly, saying she looked as transparent as shallow water. This well-meaning nickname spread within days, and sometimes, walking on campus, unfamiliar male students would smile and call out “Qianqian.” Her typical reaction was indifference – coldness toward boys was her habitual protective coloring.

Unexpectedly, this attitude attracted more pursuers. Not long after the semester began, half the phone calls to their dorm were for her. In class, male students would always try to sit beside her, and at the library, some would save seats for her in advance. Several boys persistently sent her goodnight messages every day, while others repeatedly invited her to meals or movies, and some even sent flowers or gifts to the women’s dormitory.

Her roommates’ teasing troubled Qiao Qingyu, and she couldn’t help wondering if these boys were playing a game of “Who can chase the most boring girl in class first.” During one night’s talk, she seriously voiced this thought, surprising and displeasing her three roommates.

“You’re too cold,” said one.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know what you look like…” said another.

“Qianqian, what misunderstanding do you have about yourself,” said the third, “you’re too disconnected from the world! Those candid photos of you during military training, do you know how many forum threads they’ve spawned~”

Qiao Qingyu had never browsed the school forum, partly because she had an instinctive aversion to clustered opinions, and partly because she didn’t have her computer or the habit of going online. Moreover, she was busy – besides studying, she had taken up tutoring work, crossing half the city four times a week to teach students, dedicating what little remaining free time to books borrowed from the university library. Her roommates’ teasing made her slightly uncomfortable, and as if trying to explain herself, she softly said: “Because I was always isolated in high school…”

“Was it because you were too beautiful?” one roommate interjected.

“No, I’m not that beautiful,” Qiao Qingyu denied, Qiao Baiyu’s face flashing before her eyes, followed by Ming Sheng’s, stirring thousands of waves in her heart. “The past is like smoke, I don’t want to talk about it.”

Seeing her mood change, her roommates stopped questioning and changed the topic, listing out the boys pursuing Qiao Qingyu, scoring them on looks, major, grades, prospects, and family background. They chattered away while Qiao Qingyu listened silently as if they were discussing matters unrelated to her. Only when the three reached a unanimous conclusion that senior Jiang Ziyun from their department scored highest did Qiao Qingyu react.

“Stop joking,” she smiled lightly, “he looks like a playboy.”

“His father is a professor in our department,” one roommate said, “he’s good-looking, from a good family, with a bright future, so many girls are after him.”

“You call him a playboy just because he’s handsome, but we’ve never seen him date anyone,” another roommate added, “he doesn’t easily ask girls out for meals, why did you reject him!”

“Who asks a girl out after meeting just once?” Qiao Qingyu said, “I don’t think it’s reliable.”

“He fell in love with you at first sight.”

“I don’t believe in love at first sight.”

Her roommates smiled helplessly: “Well, then none of these guys have a chance.”

Closing her eyes, Qiao Qingyu saw Ming Sheng, wearing his loose athletic wear, leaning against the cafeteria door, radiating brilliance. Her heart suddenly jumped painfully. Jiang Ziyun was handsome? She doubted it.

“I think Qingyu must have someone she likes,” one roommate declared, “that’s why she can reject everyone without hesitation.”

“Or maybe she’s been hurt in love,” another roommate added, “tell us about it, Qianqian.”

“Do you like girls?” the third roommate turned around excitedly.

“No, it’s not that,” Qiao Qingyu smiled, “it’s because my mind only has room for studying and earning money, no space or energy to consider matters of love.”

“Geez~~” her roommates laughed in unison, with kind-hearted disdain, “you’re wasting your youth!”

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu self-mockingly said, “I’m very boring.”

He Kai was at Jiaotong University, and learning she was at Fudan, he came to visit her. Without saying much, they sat on a bench for a while before Qiao Qingyu had to leave for her tutoring job. Later, he tried to meet her twice more, but she politely declined. I’m sorry, I don’t have time, she replied.

Qiao Qingyu felt she had become unprecedentedly practical as if she had grown up overnight. Once, when senior Jiang Ziyun “coincidentally” met her at the library, holding a New Concept essay collection, smiling as he showed her her prize-winning essay from the finals, and chattering endlessly about literature while walking her back to the dormitory, Qiao Qingyu felt annoyed – she didn’t want to discuss literature. Although she still read voraciously, it was just her barren hobby; now she had neither time nor desire to write.

Finally grown up, everything had settled, and life lost its dimensions worth exploring. She was stable now. Stability came at a price, and losing her creative talent, or rather her creative passion, was that price. Occasionally, pausing amid her busy life, Qiao Qingyu would recall the mud and storms of her youth and ponder what growing up meant. Was it numbness? Was it letting go? Was it forgetting?

But she didn’t think about it much. Qiao Huan was right, life moved forward, and it wasn’t time for her to reminisce. Qiao Qingyu thought that at least she should wait until she reached her parents’ age before looking back made sense.

During the National Day holiday, she returned to Sui Lake, using her month’s tutoring earnings to buy small gifts for her parents and brother. Li Fanghao, put in extra thought, buying not just a silk scarf but also a pearl hairpin worth fifty-some yuan.

“The one your father bought before was also fifty-some yuan,” Li Fanghao said with a smile.

“Fifty yuan then was different from now,” Qiao Lushen said, “that was half a month’s salary for me.”

Qiao Jinyu put the phone case Qiao Qingyu gave him on his phone, complaining to their parents about how outdated his phone was while marveling that prestigious university students earned more from tutoring than ordinary college students.

“Study is more important, Qingqing,” Li Fanghao looked at her, “the family can still manage to support your university education.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled slightly. Having been involved in the family’s house change, renovation, and moving, she knew their financial situation inside out, aware that their savings were nearly depleted. After moving to Sui Lake, her parents no longer ran their shop; Qiao Lushen worked as a chef in a restaurant, while Li Fanghao worked as a cashier at a nearby supermarket. Both had low incomes, just enough for daily expenses and Qiao Jinyu’s living costs in Huanzhou. Shanghai’s living costs were high, and although Qiao Lushen had sent her a thousand yuan for living expenses the first month, she suspected the next step would require Li Fanghao to sell her a few pieces of gold jewelry.

She told her parents to stop sending her living expenses, consoling Li Fanghao by saying that tutoring also helped develop her social skills, preventing her from being easily deceived when she entered society.

Li Fanghao said nothing more, but her eyes still showed worry.

To prevent her mother from worrying, after returning to school, Qiao Qingyu continued tutoring while looking for other part-time work, occasionally checking the school forum for suitable jobs. A few days later, a post caught her attention – a senior student who owned a Taobao jewelry shop was looking for a part-time hand model.

Qiao Qingyu took two photos of her hands and posted them, quickly receiving a private message from the senior student.

The photo studio was only one stop from school, and to prevent being scammed, all three roommates accompanied Qiao Qingyu on her first visit. Only then did they realize the senior’s jewelry shop was quite substantial.

Under the senior’s guidance and requirements, Qiao Qingyu quickly changed between rings and bracelets, her hands exposed under the magnesium lights for a full eight hours. After work, the senior called the hungry Qiao Qingyu aside and handed her a stack of red banknotes.

“Ten yuan per piece, two hundred pieces, two thousand yuan, here,” the senior smiled, “I’ll call you for the next new collection, there won’t be as many pieces, so it won’t be as tiring as today.”

Holding those two thousand yuan, Qiao Qingyu felt like she was dreaming. For the first time, she treated her entire dormitory to hotpot. Encouraged by her roommates, she also bought herself her first-ever jean skirt that didn’t reach her knees. She wore the skirt once, walking through the campus where autumn sunlight was warm but the breeze was cool, causing many people to turn and look – she didn’t like it much.

So she washed the skirt and wanted to give it to her dormmates, but was scolded instead.

“Never seen anyone so resistant to their beauty,” they said, “Qianqian if you’re willing, men could pay for your entire life.”

This was what Qiao Qingyu resisted most; she understood too well the consequences of misusing beauty.

“Beauty fades,” she responded with a smile, “besides if I relied on men, my mother would kill me.”

Now thinking about it, family had profoundly determined her perceptions. Too-early beauty had attracted predators, dragging her sister into the abyss, and to prevent history from repeating, her mother had guarded herself strictly, forging an airtight cage that locked away her youth. Now, she had been released, but the marks of the cage were indelibly etched on her – too cautious, too self-reflecting.

Not a carefree person.

Especially in matters of love.

The senior’s jewelry shop later became a stable second job, visiting almost weekly. Mid-semester, Qiao Qingyu took two days to visit Li Fanghao at home, opening the computer to show her the Taobao shop where she worked, relieved to see her mother’s expression change from doubt to joy. In the end, she returned home with a new suitcase, gave red envelopes to her parents and brother during New Year’s, and bought a new computer for the family.

She had a few hundred yuan left, which she tried to give to Li Fanghao, but was refused.

“Don’t buy things for the family anymore,” Li Fanghao said, “you have your parents. We’re not supporting your education expecting returns; we want you to have a good life. You’re not a child anymore, buy some things for yourself too.”

Qiao Qingyu pondered for a while before tentatively asking: “Can I buy clothes and dresses?”

“Buy them, of course,” Li Fanghao was slightly surprised, her eyes immediately reddening with tenderness, smiling through tears, “if there are nice boys at school, tell Mom about them too.”

Qiao Qingyu shook her head: “It’s too early.”

“You’re almost nineteen,” Li Fanghao stroked her head, “I was nineteen when I met your father, and twenty when I married him.”

“That early?” Qiao Qingyu was a bit surprised. She knew Li Fanghao had given birth to Baiyu at twenty-four, but didn’t know she had married Qiao Lushen at twenty.

“Your father was twenty-six then, not young anymore,” Li Fanghao smiled, “he looked good, had a secure job, and his family had a good reputation in the village, how could I not agree? I married him without much thought. Your father treated me well too, concerned about my young age, so after marriage, he didn’t make me have children right away, that’s why I was twenty-four when I had your sister.”

Qiao Qingyu responded with a soft “mm,” feeling happy inside – Li Fanghao’s ability to mention Qiao Baiyu so casually was a very positive sign.

“You’re different from your sister,” Li Fanghao continued, looking at her lovingly, “she appeared outgoing but lacked determination and was timid. You, though quiet on the surface, have strong opinions inside. I know there’s nothing you’re afraid to do.”

She then tenderly touched Qiao Qingyu’s face, shaking her head helplessly: “But this is just who my little daughter is, clear-headed inside.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled, nuzzling against Li Fanghao’s shoulder like a kitten: “Mom~”

Entering her sophomore year, Qiao Qingyu gave up tutoring to work exclusively as her senior model. After graduating, the senior expanded her Taobao shop, selling clothes alongside jewelry, and Qiao Qingyu became both a hand model and clothing model, with her total income increasing rather than decreasing. She bought herself a laptop, and during leisure time, instead of just reading books, she would watch movies and TV shows with her roommates. Perhaps from spending so much time in the photo studio, or maybe from getting used to it, she could now walk past the gazes directed at her without notice.

Though only in her second year, dormitory night talks often turned to plans, prompting much reflection from Qiao Qingyu.

The senior invited her to join the Taobao business, saying e-commerce was the trend, and the high income and rapidly growing orders indeed tempted Qiao Qingyu, but it was just temptation, not satisfaction. Some dormmates planned for graduate school, some for studying abroad, and one wanted to take the civil service exam. What would she do after graduation? Should she work? Qiao Qingyu asked herself, feeling unsatisfied and somewhat lost.

She now had close friends, earned enough to support her studies, and could buy everything she needed. She had many clothes, all in current styles, and would apply sunscreen before going out, and put on face masks in front of the mirror. She was the topic of conversation among male students in her department, with constant pursuers, receiving subtle or direct expressions of interest on her phone daily. Her life was full like a balloon suddenly filled with water – complete, yet stagnant.

Freedom hadn’t brought her the joy of flight.

Qiao Qingyu understood why. Her heart was empty. In the quiet of the night, she let her thoughts drift wildly back to the past, repeatedly walking along the paths that once made her heart flutter and panic, desperately recalling the embrace by the Huangpu River, the kiss under the camphor tree, trying to fill the void in her heart, but to no avail. Day after day, she felt her entire being become hollow.

Crying birds crossed one season, then another.

Flowers bloomed and fell, clouds gathered and dispersed, all calling out.

I, in every moment of concentration, rushed toward you—

On her twentieth birthday, Qiao Qingyu invited her dormmates to KTV. She had been to KTV with classmates twice before but, being shy and not particularly good at singing had never sung. That day, when her roommates said she must sing, she chose songs.

Three in a row, “Sky Lantern,” “No If,” and “Love Song,” all by Fish Leong.

As the last note fell, her open-mouthed roommates all applauded. Qiao Qingyu closed her eyes briefly, trying to erase the deep red fortune bag in the taxi that kept swaying before her eyes.

“One more~” her roommates cheered.

The screen automatically jumped to the next song, and Qiao Qingyu picked up the microphone.

“Breathing Pain.” Halfway through, Qiao Qingyu choked up and couldn’t continue, dropping the microphone and fleeing amid her roommates’ concerned looks.

Staring at herself in the bathroom mirror, Qiao Qingyu laughed at her absurdity. The mirror showed a face with gentle lines and clear eyes; except for the more smoothly drawn eyebrows, this face was almost unchanged from four years ago.

Then she was sixteen, just arrived in Huanzhou, facing a strange big city with nothing; now, at twenty, she had easily adapted to another new city’s prosperity, everything going smoothly at a prestigious university, yet still had nothing.

At twenty, her sister had ended her life, her mother had resolutely entered marriage. They were both very decisive people.

I’d like them, Qiao Qingyu encouraged herself. Twenty years old, grown up, it was time to make brave choices about the future—

The day she messaged Ming Sheng was December 21st, the Winter Solstice. Early that morning, Qiao Qingyu received a call from Li Fanghao, reminding her to eat rice cakes. Just after hanging up, her roommate returned from outside, happily announcing it was snowing. Qiao Qingyu jumped out of bed, rushing to the balcony without even putting on a coat, sneezing several times in the cold wind.

“Tsk tsk, someone’s thinking of you.”

The snow wasn’t heavy but fell urgently; according to her roommate, it would snow all day. Back in her warm bed, Qiao Qingyu took out her phone, opened WeChat, entered their high school Class 5 group, found Ming Sheng’s avatar, and clicked to open a chat – after a series of familiar operations, her finger suddenly stopped – just like countless times in the past few months.

But this time, she knew she had sufficient reason. She didn’t need to pretend her computer had a virus and send him her Taobao shop link as an advertisement to let him know she had a good income, nor did she need to force awkward questions like “How’s New York?” He would naturally learn about her decision to pursue graduate studies at his university and her efforts to save money once they started talking.

New York, is a bigger place with more people, right?

The courage to reach out to him came and went like waves day after day, but this time, looking at the snow outside, Qiao Qingyu was glad the courage had finally crystallized into ice that wouldn’t disappear. After brief consideration, she typed:

Hi~ how are you? Will you be back in Huanzhou for Christmas break?

After sending it, she continued typing:

I want to ask you something – that pearl hairpin from before, do you still have it? It was a gift from my dad to my mom. Today was their 30th wedding anniversary, and when they mentioned the hairpin, thinking I’d lost it, they both regretted it. If you can still find it, could you return it to me?

After sending that, she typed one last line:

If you can find it, and if you’re in Huanzhou, could I come get it from you during New Year’s?

Thinking again, she added:

Or I could get it from you tomorrow, Saturday, when I pass through Huanzhou on my way home, would that work?

After finishing, Qiao Qingyu took a deep breath. She had two-morning classes, and during the break, as she crossed the great lawn, she anxiously checked her phone. Still no reply from Ming Sheng.

She couldn’t concentrate at all during the second class. The static chat window in her phone was like a restless cat’s paw, scratching at her heart. She calculated the time difference – thirteen hours between UTC+8 and UTC-5; when it was afternoon here, it was dawn there. He’s sleeping, don’t think too much.

After class, she skipped lunch, telling her roommates she was tired and going back to the dorm to nap.

She was tired. Though the morning had been unremarkable, she felt like she’d been through an adventure, her heart had never been so weary.

But she couldn’t sleep in bed. After some time, the dormitory door burst open with a bang, and her three roommates squeezed in eagerly.

“Qianqian, a boy is waiting for you downstairs!”

“Tell him not to wait,” Qiao Qingyu said without thinking.

“Says he’s your high school classmate, same class,” another roommate hung on her bed rail, eyes sparkling, “incredibly handsome! My heart’s still pounding from just one look from him…”

Qiao Qingyu sat up abruptly, throwing off her covers.

“Ahh~~ He looked at me twice! His voice is so gorgeous! I’m dying!” The third roommate came over, “He says he has something to return to you!”

Meanwhile, Qiao Qingyu had already put on her down jacket and opened the door.

She ran downstairs but slowed her steps near the entrance. She could already see Ming Sheng, standing sideways at the dormitory entrance corner, still wearing little against the cold, holding a black umbrella in one hand, a black turtleneck sweater turned up to cover half his face, broad-shouldered and long-legged, standing tall and elegant like a dream figure in the falling snow.

Qiao Qingyu hesitated for several seconds, hearing her roommates’ voices from the stairwell, then steeled herself and stepped into the heavy snow, walking toward Ming Sheng.

Getting closer, just as she was about to call out to him, Ming Sheng turned around.

For a moment, neither spoke. After more than two years apart, Qiao Qingyu felt he was different from her memory again, colder and more composed, seemingly keeping people at a thousand-mile distance. Just like when she first met him, one look from him made her heart skip a beat.

“Qiao Qingyu,” he spoke, pulling down the sweater covering his nose and mouth, still as lofty as ever, but seeming to suppress anger, “do you know what day it is?”

Qiao Qingyu was somewhat surprised, blinking in confusion: “Winter Solstice?”

Ming Sheng turned away helplessly, but quickly turned back to stare at her, opening his palm before her face, displaying the pearl hairpin beneath her eyes, “The end of the world.”

December 21, 2012, was indeed supposed to be the end of the world. But he misunderstood. She had been too foolish to use this as their reunion’s opening.

“Take it.”

Qiao Qingyu didn’t move.

“Take it,” Ming Sheng exhaled, “I’m returning it to you.”

“Ming Sheng.”

Lowering her eyelids, Qiao Qingyu raised both hands, carefully wrapping them around his palm and fingertips, then stepped forward, gently pressing her forehead against his soft coat.

Something crashed down – Ming Sheng’s umbrella.

“You don’t have a girlfriend, right?”

After a while, she felt his Adam’s apple move, and heard two words from above her head: “Obviously not.”

His breath was warm and moist on her earlobe, bringing her heart back to life though her body went numb.

“I’m very picky.”

These words seemed familiar, and Qiao Qingyu’s lips curved up silently.

The next second, his arms encircled her.

“If you play with me again, Qiao Qingyu,” she heard his whisper, “I’ll eat you up.”

I won’t, Qiao Qingyu thought in her heart. Opening her mouth, she only uttered one word: “Okay.”

The heavy snow drifted down like pure white feathers, gently covering this world, so clean, so gentle.



Huan Yu – Extra Chapter 1
When asked about her impression of him during their first meeting under the old camphor tree, Ming Sheng gave a meaningful smile. “You think that was the first time I saw you?”

“It wasn’t?” Qiao Qingyu asked, slightly surprised.

As the car turned onto the highway, Ming Sheng pressed down on the accelerator and freed his right hand to stroke the back of Qiao Qingyu’s head. “Silly, no, it wasn’t.”

“Then when did you first see me?”

A scene appeared before his eyes: in a room full of old, dim furniture, a slender girl was wearing an oversized white T-shirt, her brush flowing gracefully across rice paper with bold, confident strokes. Her skin was fair, with ink-black hair cascading over her shoulders. Though her frame was delicate, her grip on the brush was firm and determined. In the gloomy room, the girl seemed to emit her radiance, like the moon in the night sky.

“It’s been exactly seven years,” Ming Sheng turned to smile at Qiao Qingyu, his right hand once again caressing her silky hair, sliding to the tips before naturally taking hold of her hand. “The first time I saw you was on my fifteenth birthday.”

“That would be…”

“August 15, 2008,” Ming Sheng said, looking ahead and tightening his grip on Qiao Qingyu’s hand. “That day I went to my grandfather’s house and discovered that the apartment across the way, which had been empty for several months, had been rented out. I saw you writing at the dining table,” he turned to glance at Qiao Qingyu again, “You were beautiful.”

“So for me, you felt—” Qiao Qingyu tilted her head, her eyes twinkling mischievously, her voice full of expectation, “love at first sight?”

“No, I couldn’t see your face then.”

Hearing Qiao Qingyu’s soft tsk of disappointment, Ming Sheng laughed. “I’m a very cautious person, you know.”

“But back then you were so impulsive and unreasonable,” Qiao Qingyu grumbled. “Just because of a piece of paper, you made Senior He Kai unable to write for three months.”

“Perhaps,” Ming Sheng turned to look at Qiao Qingyu again, “subconsciously, I already saw him as a rival, so I was a bit harsh…”

“So it was love at first sight after all?”

Ming Sheng chuckled. “Yes.”

Satisfied, Qiao Qingyu grabbed Ming Sheng’s right hand and lifted it to her lips, giving it a loud kiss.

“Good,” she placed his right hand back on the steering wheel, “now drive with both hands.”

An hour and a half later, as they entered Huan Zhou City, Ming Sheng noticed Qiao Qingyu had fallen asleep, her delicate head nestled between the headrest and window, her long hair tucked behind her, revealing her fair neck and alluring collarbone. Several minutes later, after parking the car, he couldn’t bear to wake her from her deep sleep. He left the air conditioning running, leaned over to plant a light kiss on her cheek, and quietly got out of the car.

He was a bit tired too. They had just returned from the United States yesterday and headed straight to Sui Lake after landing to catch Qiao Jinyu’s twenty-second birthday. It was somewhat amusing that the person who kept calling him “brother-in-law” was a day older than him.

Last night, sleeping alone in the Sui Lake Hotel, Ming Sheng experienced rare insomnia. Perhaps it was the jet lag, or maybe the lingering nervousness from formally meeting Qiao Qingyu’s parents for the first time, or more likely—Ming Sheng glanced back at Qiao Qingyu’s peaceful sleeping face through the car window—because today’s moment was too important, he’d been anxious since the previous night.

Right beside him was a row of mailboxes. Ming Sheng opened box “303” and took out the accumulated stack of letters.

They were almost all bills—phone, utilities, broadband. There were also several folded supermarket promotional flyers, and—Ming Sheng’s eyes lit up—a letter addressed to him.

It was in Qiao Qingyu’s handwriting, though the sender’s field wasn’t filled in. The postmark showed it was sent from Shanghai at the beginning of the year. Ming Sheng thought carefully about early that year—he and Qiao Qingyu had passed through Shanghai after their Christmas holiday before returning to America, but they had gone straight to the airport. When would she have had time to mail him a letter?

“Oh, Ah Sheng?”

Without looking up, he knew the voice belonged to Auntie Feng.

“Summer vacation already?” The proprietress’s wife maintained her characteristically sharp gaze. “Haven’t seen you for several years, tsk tsk, you’re becoming more handsome!”

“Hello, Auntie Feng.”

“I heard from your father you’re studying medicine too?”

“Yes.”

“I heard studying medicine in America is very expensive and difficult. It’ll take you another three or four years?”

“Six or seven years.”

“Wow, such ambition, such capability,” Auntie Feng smiled, suddenly patting Ming Sheng’s arm. “With such good conditions, it would be so easy to make quick money! But you’re like your father, able to focus on the long term. You’re both meant for great things! Oh right, did your family renovate recently? I saw…”

From the corner of his eye, Ming Sheng noticed movement in the car. His attention immediately shifted there. Thankfully, Qiao Qingyu hadn’t been awakened.

“Auntie Feng,” Ming Sheng discreetly moved away from her touch and lowered his voice, “we’ll talk later. Qingyu is tired, let her sleep.”

At this point, Auntie Feng suddenly noticed Qiao Qingyu’s presence, and her face slowly broke into an exaggerated smile. She also lowered her voice, “I knew from the beginning you two would definitely…”

Just then, Qiao Qingyu woke up.

“Talk later.” Ming Sheng waved off Auntie Feng, who could only reluctantly drop the topic after receiving this dismissal. Seeing the car door open, she immediately darted to Qiao Qingyu’s side: “Qing Qing, haven’t seen you for years, you’ve changed so much! You’re getting prettier and prettier!”

“Of course,” Ming Sheng strode forward and wrapped his arm around the still somewhat drowsy Qiao Qingyu, raising his chin at Auntie Feng, “We’re going now, Auntie Feng.”

When they reached the second floor, Qiao Qingyu hurriedly wriggled free from his embrace.

“Why did you have to do that in front of Mrs. Feng…”

“To show off to that snob,” Ming Sheng said cheerfully, “see if she dares to make you cry again.”

A few seconds later, Qiao Qingyu let out an understanding “Oh.”

“Back in high school, I wasn’t upset because of what she said,” she took Ming Sheng’s arm as they climbed the stairs together. “I cried because I felt like the whole world was against me then.”

“I don’t care,” reaching the door, Ming Sheng pulled out his keys from his shoulder bag, “I just know you dislike her, so I dislike her too.”

Qiao Qingyu smiled helplessly. “You’re still so arrogant, aren’t you?”

Ming Sheng turned the key, pushed open the door, then turned to carry Qiao Qingyu into the apartment, his lips pressed against her ear: “Yes.”

Feeling Qiao Qingyu’s gentle push, he instead freed his other hand from closing the door and pulled her closer to his chest, his lips immediately sealing her slightly parted mouth as she tried to speak. As their tongues intertwined, her increasingly rapid breathing made his whole body burn with heat, and before long, he had pressed her down onto the soft living room sofa.

“Don’t… not yet, Ah Sheng,” when Ming Sheng’s burning lips were trailing along her neck, Qiao Qingyu managed to stop his hands from moving lower, “Wait… wait a moment…”

Ming Sheng looked up at her. The room was too stuffy; sweat had already formed on his forehead.

“My phone is ringing.”

Indeed, in the silence came a buzzing sound like humming bees. Ming Sheng cursed internally but reluctantly released Qiao Qingyu.

“It’s Guan Lan.” After taking out her phone from her bag, Qiao Qingyu said with slight delight, then stood up to take the call on the balcony.

Meanwhile, Ming Sheng also stood up, first carefully surveying the living room before successively walking through the kitchen, bathroom, study, and finally entering the master bedroom. With Ming Yu’s supervision, he was very satisfied with the renovation of the old house, especially the master bedroom. The walls had been painted a cool dark green, wooden frames had been added to the windows, light pure white gauze curtains hung to the floor, and with the simple new furniture, the room was layered yet spacious and peaceful, like an Edward Hopper landscape.

Qingyu would love it.

Ming Sheng walked to the bedside, took out a small velvet box from his shoulder bag, and tucked it under one of the pillows.

Then, he placed his bag on the desk, pulled out the chair to sit down, and took out the strange letter he had collected earlier.

The envelope was quite full, so he tore it open with extreme care. Three sheets of paper were folded neatly, each filled to the brim. To unravel the mystery of the letter, he first turned to the last page to check the ending:

February 7, 2010, on the high-speed train rushing back to Huan Zhou.

That was five years ago, the day of the New Concept Writing Competition finals.

Ming Sheng pulled his chair closer to the desk, placed both hands on the table, and turned back to the first page to read carefully, word by word.

Throughout his life, he had received countless letters, but all the letters he had ever sent were to Qiao Qingyu alone. That winter when they first got together, after returning to New York alone, he bought a thick stack of envelopes, paper, and stamps at once, sending her letters almost every other day. She didn’t reply much, though. Understandable—with such advanced communication methods, daily WeChat calls, and video chats, writing letters seemed like a waste of time. He didn’t know why he persisted for so long, but amazingly, writing these letters required no mental effort; once he picked up the pen, the words just flowed naturally.

When Qiao Qingyu came to New York, he discovered that his letters occupied half of her backpack.

“I know your handwriting is unmatched in the world,” she said, “but that’s enough, stop writing.”

“Didn’t you say your mom doesn’t go into your room anymore?” Ming Sheng asked, feeling a slight guilt, “Why bring them all to America?”

“I just didn’t feel comfortable leaving them anywhere else,” Qiao Qingyu answered, “When we return to China in a few years, I want my room, with walls painted cyan, and a safe to store all these letters.”

That statement, falling into Ming Sheng’s ears, sparked the recent hassle of getting Ming Yu to renovate the old house. However, Ming Sheng’s requirements for Ming Yu didn’t include a safe—in his mind, the old house was just a waystation exclusive to him and Qiao Qingyu, not their future home.

When he reached the third page of the letter, Ming Sheng’s left hand clenched into a fist, pressing against the tip of his nose.

“My youth was tasteless yet turbulent, all because you crashed into my little universe. Do you know? I’ve secretly imagined everything about you, including your soul and body. I long to be close to you, infinitely close, to embrace you tightly and pour out our hearts to each other. I want to experience everything I yearn for with you, be it grand and bright, or too shy to speak of. I want to say I love you right now. Ming Sheng, Ah Sheng, I love you.”

From behind him to the left, Qiao Qingyu knocked on the door.

“What are you spacing out about?” She walked in, joyfully surveying the room, “When was it renovated? I had no idea! No wonder you insisted on coming to grandfather’s place first… What’s wrong, Ah Sheng?”

She looked around, finding nothing unusual, then stepped closer, meeting Ming Sheng’s strange, intent gaze: “Why have you gone blank…”

Ming Sheng wrapped his arm around her waist: “Say you love me.”

“What for,” Qiao Qingyu laughed, raising her hand to playfully punch his chest, “Haven’t I said it before?”

“I love you,” Ming Sheng tightened his hold on her, his overly focused expression unusually solemn, “Qiao Qingyu, I love you very, very much.”

“Then I also… ah!” Qiao Qingyu, who had been looking down, suddenly exclaimed, breaking free from Ming Sheng to pick up the letter from the desk, “It got delivered! You’ve already read it?”

Ming Sheng nodded, watching with interest as a blush crept up Qiao Qingyu’s cheeks and ears.

“Oh my goodness,” Qiao Qingyu buried her head in his chest, giggling, “How embarrassing!”

“Back then, I didn’t dare think so much,” Ming Sheng suddenly pressed her onto the bed, “You were so wild.”

“No, I…”

“What were those things too shy to speak of?” Ming Sheng deliberately blew into Qiao Qingyu’s ear, one hand supporting half his body weight, the other caressing the soft waist beneath him, “What about the body? Tell me.”

“That… I, mm,” Qiao Qingyu turned her head away from Ming Sheng’s lips, “Ah Sheng, later… let me tell you something urgent first.”

Ming Sheng stopped.

“What is it?”

The disappointment and complaint in his tone made Qiao Qingyu laugh: “It’s about what Guan Lan just told me on the phone.”

Ming Sheng released Qiao Qingyu, falling to one side: “Mm, go ahead.”

“Do you remember the story I told you about Aunt Qin from Nan Qiao Village?”

“Of course,” Ming Sheng lay flat, looking at the ceiling, “A tragic life.”

“Aunt Qin was originally from Hebei, but she went to Beijing with her parents when she was young,” Qiao Qingyu said. “Since Guan Lan is in Beijing, I gave her the information I remembered from Aunt Qin’s diary—her parents’ names, workplace, and home address, and asked her to help check if Aunt Qin’s parents were still alive.”

Ming Sheng made a sound of acknowledgment, finding Qiao Qingyu’s hand and holding it gently.

“Just now, Guan Lan called to say she found Aunt Qin’s father, Qin Shuqing, in a Beijing nursing home. He’s in his eighties but has long been suffering from dementia, and his health is poor—likely to pass away any time,” Qiao Qingyu said excitedly. “Aunt Qin’s mother passed away a few years after she was trafficked. Her father now remembers no one, has been bedridden for years, barely hanging on, and keeps telling anyone who comes near that he’s waiting for his daughter.”

Ming Sheng sat up too.

“So,” Qiao Qingyu’s gaze was clear as water, “the urgent matter is, can we go see Old Mr. Qin together? As soon as possible, tomorrow morning to Beijing, okay?”

“Sure,” Ming Sheng agreed without hesitation, “but he has dementia, and we’re strangers…”

“We’re not strangers,” Qiao Qingyu smiled and shook her head, “At the nursing home, we’ll call him grandfather. You’ll be Xi Xi, from ‘hope,’ and I’ll be Pan Pan, from ‘anticipation.'”

Ming Sheng’s eyes brightened, then softened with endless tenderness.

“We’ll tell him that although Aunt Qin had a hard life, she had two children who grew up safely and healthily, got decent jobs, and lived good lives,” Qiao Qingyu said softly, becoming emotional, “Because I’ve read Aunt Qin’s diary, I know many things about her childhood, so the old man won’t think we’re lying.”

“Let the old man pass peacefully,” Qiao Qingyu continued, moving closer and lifting her head to kiss Ming Sheng’s chin, “Besides, you want to call someone grandfather again, don’t you?”

Ming Sheng couldn’t speak, just cupped Qiao Qingyu’s face and left a gentle, sacred kiss on her smooth forehead.

“Great!” Qiao Qingyu seemed very happy, grabbing her phone, “I’ll tell Guan Lan to guide us tomorrow.”

While she was messaging, Ming Sheng seemed to see her as he had that first time—pure and fearless, radiating a gentle light. He glanced at the bedside, where a six-claw diamond ring lay quietly in its velvet box under the pillow.

Choosing this particular day was intentional. Today was his twenty-second birthday, the anniversary of when he first saw Qiao Qingyu. After dinner, they would attend Fish Leong’s concert together, titled “Your Name Is Love.”

But why wait until all the so-called rituals of this day were complete, until Qiao Qingyu discovered the ring herself, to speak? He didn’t need such pretense. He wanted to be with this wonderful girl forever—could he? He had to confirm this right now.

Tell her now, without waiting another moment.

“Guan Lan says it’s no problem,” Qiao Qingyu said, tossing her phone onto the bedside table and standing up to stretch, walking two steps forward to lift the gauze curtain, “It’s getting dark… shall we go out for dinner?”

Hearing no response, she turned around, surprised to see Ming Sheng had moved to the bedside, standing as straight and determined as a knight, holding an open small box with something sparkling inside.

“Qiao Qingyu,” Ming Sheng took a deep breath, stepped forward slowly, knelt on one knee, and looked up into the girl’s spring-water-clear eyes, “Will you hold my hand forever?”



Huan Yu – Extra Chapter 2
I frequently visit this bookstore because its first floor has an area similar to a library reading room, where you can freely browse books and magazines from the shelves. There are plenty of comfortable seats, and they offer complimentary tea. I usually come during the day and leave around dusk, avoiding weekends—no need to compete with students for seats.

There are exceptions, though. A few times, I’ve become so engrossed in reading that I grew drowsy, completely unaware of the fading daylight outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, until the sound of a student dragging their chair would wake me. I’d realize I had fallen asleep in the soft chair. Upon waking, I’d find a blanket draped over me. Perhaps this is what attracts me most to the bookstore: its kindness, casualness, and thoughtfulness.

When returning the blanket, I’d chat briefly with the staff, and gradually, we became familiar with each other. Slowly, I learned that the bookstore belonged to a well-educated couple—the ownership belonged to the husband, a cardiac surgeon, while the operations were managed by his wife, a writer. The store was in Huan Zhou, but the owners’ family lived in Shanghai. Since the owner was also the landlord, there was no rental pressure, so the bookstore didn’t pursue profits as aggressively as other shops in the mall.

According to the bookstore staff, the store’s annual revenue barely broke even. In fact—the manager told me in a hushed voice—the owner couple put additional money into the store each year.

“This store is just their passion project and act of kindness,” the manager said proudly of the owners. “Our boss lived in this area when he was young, and his family already owned shops here. After the old neighborhood was demolished and rebuilt, he bought this large shop space. Our boss’s wife used to work in finance and had even invested early in a major Taobao store—she’d already achieved financial freedom. They don’t need the money.”

“Do you see that ‘Warm Island’ over there?” The manager pointed toward a glass room on the bookstore’s second floor. “That’s Heart Voice Cottage’s consulting room here—you know Heart Voice Cottage, right? The founder is an old friend of the boss’s family. This ‘Warm Island’ is specifically for students, and all consultations are free… Have you noticed that the bookshelves near Warm Island are all filled with educational reference books?”

I nodded, following the manager’s gesture to look up at the mezzanine hall, focusing on the bookshelves behind the natural wood railings on the second floor where students often lingered.

“Generally speaking, bookstores like ours don’t sell educational reference books,” the manager said. “The boss’s wife deliberately placed them outside ‘Warm Island’ to accommodate students’ psychological needs.”

“Oh?”

“You could say it’s a cover,” the manager smiled. “It gives students seeking psychological help secretly a legitimate reason to come here. Teenagers, you know, they have such strong pride. If their classmates found out they were going to actual psychological counseling, it would be quite a problem…”

“Ah…”

“Of course, many students come to Warm Island openly for help,” the manager added. “In any case, we’re just happy to help them.”

“Mm,” I pondered thoughtfully, watching the silhouettes of several students hovering near the educational books on the second floor. “Are there many high school students with psychological issues nowadays?”

“Quite a few,” the manager looked at me. “Mr. Cao, are you a teacher?”

“I used to be.”

“Ah, I thought you looked refined… someone with noble teaching ethics.”

I waved my hand in denial, smiling sheepishly. Returning to the reading area, the sight of young boys and girls bent over their desks studying reminded me of my two months as a public school teacher and what happened at that rural school back then.

The manager had overestimated me; I was just an ordinary person—

Sometimes I would sit directly on the wide steps to read like some young people do, and other times I would wander between the bookshelves, treating it as a walk.

I also visited the educational reference section, touching the characters for “Warm Island” above a white arrow on the side of the last bookshelf with a feeling of gratitude and even appreciation—written in sincere handwriting.

Who wrote it? It was beautiful.

The arrow pointed to an opaque glass door, sometimes ajar, often closed, with a “Please Do Not Disturb” sign when shut.

The building’s design featured colored glass rooms every few floors, with rounded exterior walls protruding from the main structure, looking like colored bubbles scattered across the building from afar—both playful and distinctive. “Warm Island” had light blue glass walls; when sunlight shone through, the room must have been soft and bright inside.

Below Warm Island was the bookstore’s reading area. A sturdy ancient camphor tree stood permanently by the canal outside the reading area. For at least half the day, the tree’s shadow fell across the tables and chairs nearest to the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Unlike young people, I don’t dislike sunlight. My favorite spot is the dark grey sofa right next to the floor-to-ceiling window. August is Huan Zhou’s hottest month, and because of the intense sunlight, students avoid sitting near the windows. Going against this trend, I was fortunate to claim this “exclusive seat” among the summer army of students.

One day in late August, I had been sitting by the floor-to-ceiling window for a while when the manager’s soft voice woke me, and I realized I had fallen asleep again.

“Teacher Cao, I’m sorry,” the manager smiled apologetically, “our boss suddenly called to say he needs to use the reading area shortly, so we need to clean and arrange this space.”

“No problem, no problem…” I waved my hand, standing up, noticing that most of the students had already left the reading area.

“Sorry for the short notice,” the manager said, “the boss rarely appears, so this must be something very important and urgent.”

I had three pages left in my book and had hoped to finish it today. I asked the manager if I could stay in the reading area for another ten minutes. She agreed.

So I sat back in the soft chair and continued reading. The students had all left, and staff members came in to quickly wipe the tables and straighten the chairs. After they left, I was alone in the reading area, and the air instantly became quiet.

I hurried to finish the last three paragraphs and stood up, only to meet eyes with a girl walking in. She looked about thirteen or fourteen, with shoulder-length layered hair, and gave me a friendly, natural smile. At that moment, I was shocked, my knees weakening, almost cried out.

The girl walked straight ahead and placed a slender vase she was carrying in the center of the long table directly across from me. A boy followed, inserting a vibrantly fresh red rose into the vase.

“Dad suddenly cleared half a day to rush back from Shanghai, and we thought he was coming to pick us up,” the boy looked out the floor-to-ceiling window, complaining softly, “who knew he came back to look at this tree?”

He appeared to be sixteen or seventeen, tall and graceful, with a jade-like complexion, extremely handsome.

The girl laughed: “Mom said she first saw Dad on this exact date, under this tree.”

“No wonder,” the boy shrugged helplessly and shook his head, “too lovey-dovey, can’t stand it…”

“Anniversary first, picking us up second,” the girl patted the boy’s shoulder in consolation, “This is just how our parents are, accept it, brother.”

Her face was extraordinarily beautiful, worthy of being called nation-toppling gorgeous, overlapping with the girl in my deep memories. Almost identical, wasn’t she?

But not the same person. The girl before me looked pure and simple, unlike that student from many years ago who, despite smiling brightly, still had an incongruous melancholy in her eyes that didn’t match her age.

Perhaps because my gaze made the girl uncomfortable, she turned around warily, tugging at the boy’s sleeve, and they both left the reading area.

I returned the book to the shelf and also walked out.

I wanted to chat with the manager, but she kept staring at the bookstore entrance, distracted. A few minutes later, a couple appeared at the door, and she rushed over joyfully.

The couple was striking, their entrance like a pebble dropping into a pond, creating small ripples among the bookstore staff and customers. After they entered the reading area, the manager returned to her post, and I asked, “Is your boss’s wife’s surname Qiao? Called Qiao Qingyu?”

“Yes,” the manager seemed surprised, “How did you know? She’s very low-key, never uses her photo or real name when publishing works.”

“I could tell from seeing her and her daughter.”

As we spoke, I cast my gaze again toward the boy and girl nearby—they hadn’t followed their parents inside.

“How amazing,” the manager exclaimed, “Mr. Cao, was she your student?”

I smiled mysteriously, watching the girl standing on tiptoe to reach for a book by the shelf, and said nothing more. The distant image of Qiao Baiyu crying while smiling gradually became clear in my mind, too heartbreaking—I lost focus.

After all these years, her sister specifically setting up this “Warm Island” to help students must be related to her, right?

When Qiao Qingyu and her husband walked out of the reading area, the sunset had already fallen, and I was still wandering on the bookstore’s first floor. As the family of four climbed to the second floor, I followed them.

“Excuse me… please wait a moment!”

Turning back to see me, the boy immediately moved to shield the girl behind him—probably because I had looked at the girl too many times earlier, he took me for a suspicious old man. The boy’s action caught the man’s attention, and he silently stepped forward, shielding his wife and children behind him, his gaze filled with vigilance and suspicion as he looked at me.

I instantly felt very awkward.

Behind the man, Qiao Qingyu’s features resembled Qiao Baiyu’s, and her gaze held no scrutiny, much softer than the man’s.

Meeting her eyes, I asked if I could speak with her for a moment.

“Of course.” She agreed readily.

She followed me to one side, while the man didn’t come along, staying by the bookshelves with the children, occasionally casting concerned glances our way.

“Um…” I suddenly didn’t know how to begin, “You have an older sister called Qiao Baiyu, right?”

She blinked in surprise: “Yes.”

I nodded: “I used to teach her.”

“You were my sister’s teacher?” Her voice was very soft, and she placed a hand over her chest as she spoke.

“A student teacher,” I smiled slightly, “Over thirty years ago, I spent two months in Li Fang Township when she was just starting eighth grade.”

“Eighth grade…” she repeated, her pupils losing focus slightly as if falling into deep thought.

“Yes, I taught English and was her class’s intern homeroom teacher.”

Suddenly Qiao Qingyu let out an understanding “Oh,” opened her mouth, then hesitated, as if something was stopping her from speaking.

I could guess what she was concerned about, so I took the initiative: “In your family, do you also have a brother called Qiao Jinrui?”

Qiao Qingyu slowly nodded, her expression turning serious.

“Well… there’s something I’ve always wanted to tell Qiao Baiyu’s family, it’s…”

Meeting Qiao Qingyu’s deep, grave eyes, I closed my eyes briefly, tearing open memories sealed for many years, returning to that stormy afternoon.

The day I first saw Qiao Baiyu—

I was twenty-four when I went to Li Fang Township as a student teacher, a failed graduate school candidate who had tried twice. The day I arrived at Li Fang Central School, the sky was filled with dark clouds, threatening rain at any moment. I was assigned to Class 2, Grade 8. While introducing myself at the podium, I noticed an empty seat in the middle of the classroom and asked if someone was absent.

“Qiao Baiyu has a stomach ache,” a boy answered with a grin, “you know, girl stuff.”

“Woman stuff,” another boy corrected. Many male students giggled, the classroom filled with the ignorance and vulgarity of pubescent boys.

I nodded, didn’t ask further, and returned to my dormitory after introducing myself. Generally, young male teachers easily bond with male students, but I had no interest in getting close to students. Partly because I rejected their crude behavior, and partly because I was only staying for two months—doing my duty was enough, no need to waste energy building teacher-student relationships.

So, on the first afternoon of free activities, while other student teachers actively stayed with their classes, I wandered freely around the school grounds.

Li Fang Central School sat between two gentle slopes, with a narrow country road outside the gate, parallel to a crystal-clear stream. I first walked upstream along the river, and after turning a bend, saw stone steps leading to the hill behind the school, so I turned to climb up. After about a hundred steps and another turn, a deep green reservoir suddenly appeared before me.

I let out a small gasp—not just because of the suddenly open view, but because there was a figure in a white dress by the reservoir.

Though too far away to see the girl’s face clearly, I could still sense she was incredibly beautiful. The appearance of such a beautiful girl in the empty mountains was somewhat chilling, and I dared not go forward. However, just as I was about to turn back, the girl noticed me and, as if frightened, ran away first.

The stone steps ended at the reservoir, and the girl stumbled along the mountain path on the other side, clearly inexperienced at mountain climbing. I came to my senses, cursed myself for being cowardly, and continued toward the reservoir.

“Hey!” I called out to her, “It’s going to rain! The mountain paths are dangerous when slippery!”

The girl stopped and turned around, one hand still holding up her dress as if afraid of dirtying the hem.

I walked to the reservoir’s edge, to where she had been standing, and saw two names carved on a stone: Qiao Jinrui, and Qiao Baiyu.

Between the names was a heart.

It seemed the girl might have just been through heartbreak.

“Are you Qiao Baiyu?” I asked uncertainly—because this girl was tall and graceful, with a breathtaking beauty that didn’t seem like a thirteen or fourteen-year-old middle school student.

From a distance, the girl nodded.

“I’m a new teacher, don’t be afraid,” I called out to her, “It’s dangerous in the mountains, let’s go back to school.”

She slowly came down the mountain, walking toward me, not looking at me but staring at the stone beside me. To ease her burden, I smiled casually and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone your secret.”

Up close, I could see her face was beautiful but young, clearly a middle school student.

Suddenly she looked at me and smiled gently: “Thank you, teacher.”

“My surname is Cao, I’m the English teacher, your intern homeroom teacher,” I said, pointing at the sky, “It’s about to rain, let’s go back to school.”

But she sat down on the stone, her posture like she was crouching on the ground.

“Teacher Cao,” she looked up at me, “Qiao Jinrui is my brother. I fell in love with my brother.”

I heard clearly but couldn’t believe it, so I exaggeratedly asked as if I hadn’t heard properly: “What?”

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Qiao Baiyu turned her head, gazing at the dark green, calm water surface, murmuring four words: “Heaven cannot allow it.”

“It’s going to rain,” I grew anxious, “If you’re troubled, let’s process it slowly back at school.”

“Teacher Cao, will you tell anyone my secret?”

“No.”

She seemed relieved. After a few seconds, she stood up and asked if I could go first, saying she’d return to school in a few minutes.

I asked why, puzzled.

“If you walk with me, people will talk.”

“A teacher and student can’t walk together?”

“I’m a dirty girl who doesn’t respect herself.”

I was slightly surprised and somewhat angry: “A person should never look down on themselves, no matter what.”

She was silent for two seconds, then said: “Teacher, actually, I need to… use the bathroom, I need you to give me privacy…”

I had no choice then but to go ahead, climbing the stone steps, turning down the ridge, and waiting where I couldn’t see her. The thunder grew closer, and I checked my phone—five minutes had passed, and she hadn’t come.

Six minutes, still no sign.

A thunderclap exploded overhead. Suddenly I understood, panicked, turned back, and ran toward the reservoir.

Raindrops crashed down, and Qiao Baiyu was nowhere in sight. Then, in the middle of the reservoir, her head surfaced, her hands struggling constantly.

I shouted and sprinted to jump into the water, swimming toward her with all my might.

Dragging her to shore nearly exhausted all my strength. Qiao Baiyu lay still, her chest quiet, no longer breathing.

Without thinking, I began compressing her chest, and opened her mouth, repeatedly performing CPR. In the downpour, I shouted her name. Just as I was about to break down in despair, her chest heaved violently, and she awoke.

After waking, she didn’t look at me, just stared at the sky, her pale lips curving as if in a slight smile, but her eyes were red, heartbreaking. Unable to bear looking, I stood up and carried her down the mountain on my back, back to school.

I thought saving her had solved the problem, but returning to school created more issues. In front of her parents and the principal, Qiao Baiyu said she had accidentally fallen into the water and I happened to save her. Before everyone, considering her dignity, I didn’t voice my suspicions.

A few days later, when increasingly exaggerated rumors about our “intimate contact” spread among students, I specifically sought her out to ask why she had lied.

“I didn’t deliberately jump in.” She looked at me, completely composed.

“If you want me to keep your secret,” I said, “you need to tell the truth.”

“Whether I fell or jumped,” she said, her eyes full of hatred as she looked at me, “you shouldn’t have saved me.”

“Why?”

“I told you I’m dirty,” she said coldly, “Teacher, you touched me, now you’re dirty too.”

Absurd.

I had already heard rumors about Qiao Baiyu from students and colleagues. Her parents lived in Shun Yun with her younger siblings, leaving her alone in the countryside. They said she had an abortion in seventh grade, missing half a semester of PE class citing stomach pain. Thinking of the names she had written and the term “brother,” cold sweat broke out on my forehead.

“Teacher wants to help you,” I told her, “if your brother hurt you…”

“My brother didn’t hurt me,” she firmly denied, “Teacher Cao, you should stay away from me.”

I kept my promise to her, never telling anyone about the names she had written. I knew what it meant for a village girl if such things came out—it meant eternal condemnation from thousands.

Meanwhile, I always wanted to talk with her. A middle school student’s suicide attempt wasn’t a small matter, and I felt that as a teacher, I had an obligation to help her emerge from her inner darkness.

But she always avoided me.

Unable to find her, and after too many attempts, my colleagues’ looks changed as if they thought I had been bewitched by Qiao Baiyu, and the principal even had a special talk with me.

Among students, rumors spread that Qiao Baiyu liked me because when the boys in the class were dissatisfied with me, she spoke up for me, saying I was a good person.

I had never been gossiped about like this, and it deeply troubled me. In the end, I had to cut off any attempts to communicate with her, keeping my distance from this thorny rose from then on.

Just newly called “teacher” and already involved in such an unsavory matter, I began to seriously doubt my abilities and future teaching career. As soon as the two-month internship ended, I fled Li Fang Township and submitted my resignation to the school that had hired me.

Because I was a coward, unable to help even a bullied girl who wanted to commit suicide, unworthy of the title “People’s Teacher”—

Facing Qiao Qingyu, I asked the question that had haunted me for years: whether Qiao Baiyu had been hurt by that “brother.”

“Teacher, did you know that my sister still left in the end?”

“I heard,” I said, “At age twenty, acute appendicitis, what a pity.”

Qiao Qingyu froze slightly, then slowly shook her head.

“She left in the way she chose.”

Carefully pondering these words, I understood.

“So she still…”

“Yes.” Qiao Qingyu softly interrupted me, “It was my cousin who destroyed her.”

Guilt crashed down like a mountain, and I took several deep breaths before finally mumbling: “If I had known, back then I should have…”

“You already saved my sister once,” Qiao Qingyu spoke gently, “Besides, she never admitted to you that she jumped into the reservoir, right?”

“Then,” I asked anxiously, “do you not believe what I’m saying? If you don’t believe me, there’s nothing I can do—only the clouds in the sky would know.”

“I believe you,” she smiled faintly, “Nothing in this world is purely sudden.”

After a moment of silence, she added: “Teacher Cao, thank you for telling me all this.”

“Seeing Warm Island makes me emotional,” I said, “You are a person of great love. Ah, what a pity, such a beautiful life… By the way, I hope I’m not offending you, but I think your daughter looks very much like Qiao Baiyu.”

“Yes,” Qiao Qingyu’s face brightened somewhat as she looked back at her family waiting by the bookshelves, “I feel my daughter is fate’s greatest blessing to me.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Her name is Qiao Yuan,” after a pause, Qiao Qingyu added, “Yuan means ‘kite,’ the bird of prey.”

What a wonderful name.

She thanked me again, invited me to visit the store more often, and bid farewell to join her family who had been waiting nearby.

Watching their retreating figures, especially the girl’s, I felt deeply moved.

Sometimes the world is just this wonderful, isn’t it?

Under the warm and strong protection of this family, that girl who looks so much like Qiao Baiyu will surely grow strong wings and have a free, happy, and brilliant life.

[The End]
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