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  Chapter 1: Transfer Student
The summer heat in Lin City was oppressive, the sky brilliantly blue with white clouds tinged with a hint of dryness.

After last night’s rain, the temperature didn’t drop but rose instead.

Cicadas chirped noisily, and on the school’s black iron fence, wild roses bloomed beautifully.

Xu You, carrying a white backpack, leaned over the second-floor railing, peering through gaps in the dense tree shadows at the lively basketball court in the distance. On the sun-scorched rubber track, a group of boys ran about.

After waiting a while longer, Chen Lizhi finally emerged from the administrative office with a young female teacher.

Xu You straightened up and called out obediently, “Auntie.”

Chen Lizhi nodded, took her arm, and said with a smile to the slightly plump woman beside her, “I’m entrusting our child to you then.”

Xu Huiru pushed up her glasses, looked down at the name on the roster, and read aloud: “Xu You, what a coincidence—she shares my surname.”

Lin City No. 1 Middle School was the best private school in Lin City.

Because her parents’ work required relocation, Xu You came along to this northern metropolis. Through her aunt’s connections, she transferred into this school as an insertion student.

No. 1 Middle School had both junior high and senior high divisions, with most students being local and relatively few boarding students.

When her father brought her, he lectured and admonished her the entire journey, telling her to study hard once she got there and not waste time.

Xu You had always excelled academically since childhood, was well-behaved and didn’t cause trouble, and had strict family discipline.

Seeing Xu You’s docile demeanor, Xu Huiru felt quite satisfied.

She couldn’t help thinking that finally a proper-looking transfer student had arrived who could help straighten out the class atmosphere.

After thinking this, she felt a bit worried again.

This child was so quiet and gentle—she looked like she’d be easily bullied.

She had been assigned as the homeroom teacher of Class 9 last semester and had really worried herself sick over it for half a year.

The students in that class were more troublesome than the last.

They didn’t respect teachers, didn’t care about class collective honor, and liked fighting and causing trouble.

For a private elite school like No. 1 Middle School, it was naturally full of wealthy young masters and misses. But Class 9 was especially notorious for having many such students, a group that was particularly rebellious.

Each one had a more unruly temperament than the next, along with quite a strong sense of superiority.

After collecting textbooks from the materials office, Xu You followed the homeroom teacher to class. The bell had just rung for break, and male and female students in uniforms walked past them in twos and threes.

In the hallway, they ran into two boys wearing basketball jerseys head-on. As soon as they saw Xu Huiru, they immediately stopped and saluted, both shouting in unison: “Hello, Teacher Xu!”

Their booming voices startled Xu You.

The male students from the north all seemed to be this tall and imposing, with particularly loud voices.

Xu Huiru nodded in acknowledgment and casually asked, “Did you just finish PE class?”

“Hehe.” One of them, a dark-skinned boy dripping with sweat, stretched his neck to peek at Xu You standing quietly behind the homeroom teacher and asked with a grin, “Teacher, is this the new student in our class?”

Xu Huiru waved her hand, shooing them away: “Mind your own business.”

They walked away.

Xu Huiru instructed her: “From now on, don’t pay too much attention to those unscholarly boys in class. Study hard, understand?”

Xu You nodded, “I understand, Teacher.”

“Good.”

Xu Huiru looked at the cotton dress she was wearing and remembered: “After morning classes, go to the main hall of Zhicheng Building to pick up your uniform.”

Around a corner, Class 9 was right next to the staircase.

The classroom was lively and noisy, with students chasing and playing around, voices clamoring, everyone doing their own thing. The moment Xu Huiru stepped through the door, it gradually quieted down.

Everyone’s eyes focused on the unfamiliar transfer student appearing in the classroom behind the homeroom teacher.

Xu You held her books and stood near the podium.

Bright sunlight gently outlined her figure, soft black hair falling over her chest. A white dress that reached just past her knees, short cotton socks, exposing pale ankles.

Since the next physics class was about to start and the teacher was already waiting at the door, Xu Huiru didn’t plan to have Xu You give a self-introduction. She simply clapped her hands and briefly said to them: “This is a new student named Xu You. Everyone welcome her.”

A brief silence.

“Welcome, new student.”

Some mischievous boys in the back row sat on their desks, elbows propped on their knees, and whistled at Xu You, accompanied by laughter from several other boys.

“Alright, alright, don’t fool around!”

Xu Huiru slapped a desk with one hand, stopping the atmosphere from getting rowdy. Her eyes scanned around, then her finger casually pointed toward the back of the fourth group, saying to Xu You: “You sit in that empty seat first.”

After two seconds, Xu Huiru seemed to realize this wasn’t appropriate. She hesitated for a moment and patted Xu You’s shoulder: “Sit there for a while. We’ll change seats next week.”

“Okay.”

So under the entire class’s gaze, Xu You walked through the gaps between groups and stopped in the aisle of one of the last few rows at the back of the fourth group.

It was very messy there, with several half-smoked, extinguished cigarette butts scattered on the floor. Books and draft paper were piled haphazardly on the desks and chairs, and there was even a basketball under a stool.

Xu You paused and stood there, a bit hesitant.

In the second-to-last row, a boy wearing a black t-shirt sat inside, not wearing the school uniform. He leaned against the wall, brazenly playing on his phone with his head down. He seemed not to have looked up once since she entered the classroom.

Seeing Xu You standing there, the person who had whistled earlier called out to the boy playing on his phone with a mischievous smile: “Ah Ci, your new deskmate is here.”

The boy called “Ah Ci” supported his head with one hand, resting it on the desk.

He had probably been running during PE class too—his black hair was damp.

He chewed gum in his mouth and didn’t respond at first.

Only after someone leaned over and pushed him did he slowly raise his head.

His pitch-black eyes swept up and down over the girl standing in front of him.

After a second or two, he lazily and indifferently moved his legs that had been crossed on the chair, making room for Xu You.

“Wait.” Xu Huiru changed her mind at the last moment and called from the classroom door, “Song Yifan, switch seats with the new student. Let Xu You sit in the front row.”

Xu You breathed a sigh of relief inwardly.

The next class was physics, taught by a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, nicknamed “Li Tietou.” He was also famously one of the strictest in the grade level, treating students like enemies with the ruthlessness of autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves.

Although the students in Class 9 were quite unruly, they were still somewhat intimidated by Li Tietou.

Group leaders left their seats to collect the physics homework notebooks from last time, one by one.

Xu You lowered her head and took out her notebook and pencil case from her backpack, placing them on the desk. Then she organized the new books she had just received, arranging them neatly one by one.

Her deskmate was a very pretty girl whose desk was messily arranged with cosmetics and a curling iron.

Her deskmate, Xiao Juanfa, had curls draped behind her, and was holding up a small mirror to touch up her lipstick.

Xu You quickly glanced over, then straightened her posture, looking toward the blackboard, preparing to listen attentively.

The group leader for the fourth group was a tall girl with glasses and a ponytail.

When she reached the row behind Xu You, she deliberately slammed the notebook heavily on the desk with a shrill voice: “Xie Ci, hand in your homework.”

So his name was Xie Ci.

Xu You thought silently to herself.

After a while.

“Didn’t write it.”

An indifferent voice rang out, with a hint of mockery.

Song Yifan said sarcastically: “Group leader, you don’t collect homework from all of us in the back, so why are you targeting Ah Ci?”

“Is it because… hmm?” He deliberately drew out his tone, with provocative and teasing implications, causing the group behind to burst into laughter.

“Song Heipi, why are you so annoying!”

The group leader cursed, tossed her hair, and walked away with the homework in her arms.

Xu You tried hard to focus her attention on the podium but still heard bursts of laughter from behind her on the right:

“The grade boss’s homework she dares to collect—group leader is awesome.”

Li Tietou prepared to teach the new lesson on electromagnetism.

Electromagnetism was one of the more important difficult points in high school physics. Xu You had already finished studying it in tutoring class long ago and had worked through many sets of problems. She took out her physics book and turned to the page the teacher was going to cover.

For her, studying and doing problems was as instinctive as breathing.

“Hey, new student, what’s your name?” After finishing her makeup, Fu Xueli familiarly picked up the student ID Xu You had placed on the desk, looked at it twice, and said, “Xu You?”

“Mm…” Xu You lowered her voice, dropped her eyelashes, and nodded gently.

“What a tongue-twister of a name.”

Xu You: …

“It kind of is.”

“My name is Fu Xueli—xue as in snow, li as in pear.” She introduced herself.

Xu You quietly glanced at her and nodded again, “I’ll remember. Your name sounds really nice.”

Fu Xueli laughed out loud, thinking this child might be a bit naturally naive.

Seeing her like a well-behaved good student, afraid of being caught talking in class by the teacher, Fu Xueli found her truly adorable.

The friends she hung out with were either slick operators or rebellious types. Not one of them was afraid of teachers.

Class 9 was severely polarized, with many small cliques. Roughly divided into two camps: those who studied well and those who were wealthy.

Neither side thought much of the other, but both had a consensus not to provoke each other. Fu Xueli was the typical type—wealthy and coasting through school, her friends also unscholarly types who spent their days eating, drinking, and having fun.

Someone like Xu You—bare-faced, soft-voiced, with delicate and clean features—this was truly the first time she’d encountered such a girl.

A small face, small build, like a middle school student.

She looked like someone with a regular lifestyle and excellent academic performance—a good student.

Fu Xueli silently grumbled to herself, put Xu You’s student ID back in its original place, and took out her phone to play with it out of boredom.

There were two more classes left in the morning, which passed in a flash.

As soon as the bell rang for the end of the fifth period, the people in class quickly dispersed to eat.

Xu You didn’t like crowding with others, so she planned to wait until everyone had left before leaving.

She casually pulled out a sheet of draft paper and lay on the desk, calculating step by step a problem the teacher had assigned during class.

“New student, such a studious one.”

Song Yifan walked past Xu You and casually glanced over. Seeing her head down, writing away, he couldn’t help but exclaim in admiration: “Oh my, very diligent.”

His voice was casual and habitually improper.

Xu You’s pen tip paused.

After a few seconds, not knowing what to say, she buried her head and continued calculating.

Suddenly, whoosh—a book was thrown at Song Yifan.

Fu Xueli glared at him and said bluntly without any reservation: “Can you stop teasing the little girl or not?”

“Damn.” Song Yifan rubbed his shoulder in pain, “I was just your deskmate a moment ago, why are you so violent? Can’t I show some concern for the new student?”

“Get lost.”

Fu Xueli couldn’t be bothered with Song Yifan—she knew exactly what he was thinking.

She slung her shoulder bag over her arm and squeezed out from behind Xu You, “Xu You, when are you going to eat?”

“Ah?” Xu You looked up at Fu Xueli, thought for a moment and said: “I’ll go soon.”

At that moment, a group of boys from other classes waited at the class door. Someone poked their head in and called: “Ah Ci, are you ready yet?”

Song Yifan immediately responded: “Coming, coming, he and I are leaving now. You guys go block people first.”

There seemed to be a sudden gust of wind.

In Xu You’s peripheral vision appeared a pair of black and red sneakers.

Xie Ci stopped beside her, holding his school uniform jacket in one hand.

The draft paper on the desk was suddenly pulled away, catching Xu You off guard.

The black gel pen drew a line across the paper.

Her gaze moved upward, meeting a pair of pitch-black eyes with slightly upturned corners.

That person leaned against her desk, holding the thin paper between his index and middle fingers, cynically tilting his head and glancing at it.

On the draft paper.

Several lines of neat, elegant small script, with solution formulas listed out in orderly fashion.

“Help me write a physics assignment.”

He said lazily, then left the classroom with the remaining boys from class.

Chapter 2: The Big Boss’s Homework
By the time Xu You finished carefully studying the problem the teacher had assigned, there was basically no one left in the classroom.

The ceiling fan overhead still swayed as it turned, and the upright air conditioner’s blades were closed.

She packed up her things and went out, closing the classroom door behind her.

The school was very large, with the junior high and senior high divisions in different areas. Along the way there were several convenience stores and bubble tea shops. Hot waves of air mixed in the wind, and the asphalt road surface was scorching.

Small paths on both sides were shaded by trees concealing teaching buildings one after another. Xu You found someone to ask for directions and located Zhicheng Building to collect her uniform.

Two sets each of spring and autumn uniforms, all packed in transparent plastic bags.

Coming out of Zhicheng Building, Xu You wandered around for a bit. She discovered a passageway nearby planted full of Chinese roses. Across a patch of grass was an old, weathered wall. Creeping fig was dappled with spots of sunlight.

A very secluded place.

Her footsteps paused as she saw a cat run in joyfully.

Xu You walked over and crouched down.

In the damp soil, there were also some unknown small white flowers and butterflies that had happened to land there.

Xu You liked flowers. She had lived with her grandmother since childhood. In front of her grandmother’s house was a small flower garden planted full of gardenias, orchids, sunflowers, and magnolias. Probably because she had no little friends to play with, Xu You’s personality had always been very quiet. Every time after school, she would carry her backpack and crouch in front of the flower garden to look, sometimes sniffing the flowers, and before she knew it, it would be dinner time.

The leaves rustled urgently in the wind. She watched for a while longer, then supported herself on her knees, planning to stand up and go find the dormitory.

Suddenly, hurried footsteps mixed with a group of male students cursing approached.

Xu You’s heart tightened. She turned her head to look out through the gaps, immediately froze, and covered her mouth with her hand.

—

There seemed to be two groups of people, pushing and shoving while arguing about something.

Xu You held her breath, carefully observing for a while, not daring to move, afraid of being discovered.

When she was little, her older brother had dragged her to watch Hong Kong gangster movies, and those violent scenes had left quite a shadow on her. So she was very afraid of thugs, especially since several of the boys in that group had dyed yellow hair and looked like street toughs.

After glancing a few times, she discovered that among that group of people, there were actually two who looked somewhat familiar.

They seemed to be classmates…

Xu You was a bit stunned.

That very rude boy who had snatched her draft paper, and another mischievous dark-skinned kid.

Song Yifan, Xie Ci.

In the middle of a group of people pushing and shoving, the two of them just stood to one side chatting. Xie Ci wore his school uniform jacket draped over him, leaning casually against the wall, nonchalantly smoking.

“Xie Ci, you motherfucker, don’t think I’m scared of you just because you have more people!”

Fu Yishun clenched both fists, very angry: “You think you’re so great? Getting people to come after me?”

“Hey hey hey hey, how dare you talk like that?”

Someone couldn’t hold back and stepped forward to shove Fu Yishun’s shoulder, also with a hot temper: “You’re the one being cheap. We told you not to go after Qiu Qingqing—are you deaf?”

When one person made the first move, the rest also began to get restless.

The atmosphere was tense, on the verge of exploding.

Song Yifan had a loose tongue and didn’t forget to joke even at this moment, “You dare to ask if our Ah Ci is great or not?”

Xie Ci glanced at him indifferently.

“Ha, let me tell you.” Song Yifan pointed at that person with one hand while tossing a small stone with the other, chin raised.

“Whether No. 1 Middle School is chaotic or not, Brother Ci decides, understand!”

Another person chimed in, flaunting their numbers: “You think being the boss of Class 6 is so impressive? So thick-skinned, clinging to Qiu Qingqing…”

Xu You hid not far away, silently thinking to herself.

So it’s over a girl… sigh.

Being humiliated about a woman by others.

Fu Yishun indeed exploded at the slightest provocation, grabbing the speaking boy by the collar and punching him.

“Fuck your mother.”

Accompanied by an angry roar.

The rest swarmed up, and the two groups immediately got into a brawl.

After fighting chaotically for a while, Fu Yishun’s side didn’t have many people and quickly fell into a disadvantage, being pressed to the ground.

Xie Ci separated the crowd, grabbed Fu Yishun’s clothes, dragged him across the grass, and threw him against the wall.

Fu Yishun struggled to get up, wanting to punch Xie Ci. But he grabbed him by the hair, forcing his face upward.

“I don’t like other people pointing their fingers at me.”

He leaned down, his eyes full of violence narrowing slightly, facing Fu Yishun. On the wall beside them, he ground out his cigarette butt viciously.

“Remember that.”

—-

After that group of people left, Xu You crouched in place with a pale face, spending half an hour calming her emotions before daring to stand up.

Having been at school for only half a day, she had already witnessed how crazy that group of delinquent youths was.

She couldn’t eat anymore.

Not daring to wander around campus much, she carried her backpack, hugged her uniform in her arms, and followed the signs to find the dormitory.

Because she was a transfer student, and there weren’t many boarding students from Class 9, Xu You was assigned to a dormitory with students from other classes.

A four-person room with air conditioning and private bathroom—the conditions were acceptable.

During lunch break, there were very few people in the dormitory building.

Xu You’s room was on the fourth floor.

Chen Lizhi had already helped her make the bed and arrange everything in the morning, and the dormitory auntie had also come to give instructions. When Xu You pushed the door open, the girls inside weren’t very surprised.

Chen Xiao had her hair in a bun, sitting cross-legged on the bed playing on her phone. She looked up and saw Xu You pushing the door open.

The air conditioning was on in the room.

As soon as Xu You entered, her sweat-dampened back pressed against the cotton clothes, instantly turning cold from the cold air.

There were three girls in the dormitory—two from Class 5, and one from the honor class.

The roommates were all very nice. Xu You chatted briefly with them, then went to organize her things. She hurried to take a shower in the bathroom and washed her uniform while she was at it.

Coming out, Xu You used a towel to wipe her wet long hair, wearing a Winnie the Pooh nightgown that exposed her thighs.

Chen Xiao’s eyes lit up, exclaiming: “My god, Xu You, you’re so fair!”

Not ordinary pale, but that translucent, dewy kind of fairness with a hint of pink beneath the skin.

No wonder she was from the south—truly different soil and water nurture different people.

Xu You smiled a bit embarrassedly.

The girl from the honor class was named Li Lingfang. She was currently lying on the desk writing homework. Hearing this, she glanced at Xu You and asked: “Which class are you from again?”

“Ah?” Xu You’s movements paused. She thought for a moment and said: “I think it’s Class 9…”

“Wow, you’re in Class 9!”

Chen Xiao immediately became interested, stopped playing on her phone, and said enthusiastically: “That class has a lot of handsome guys, and they all seem pretty wealthy.”

Handsome guys…

A person popped into her mind.

“I… I’m not really sure.” Xu You sat on her bed, pressed her lips together, then thought of what had happened at noon.

“Class 9…”

Liao Yuemin and Chen Xiao were in the same class and had both heard about Class 9.

Every Monday at the flag-raising ceremony, the disciplinary office would read out a long string of names from Class 9 on the warning list.

Everyone had heard those names so often they were familiar—they were famously troublesome in the grade, and even the dean was too lazy to deal with them. The school still didn’t do anything about them, probably because their families had power and influence.

Sometimes when Liao Yuemin went to the bathroom during break, she often ran into groups of boys in the hallway holding basketballs, walking together in twos and threes.

They didn’t wear uniforms, were very tall, and liked to whistle at pretty girls passing by.

Sometimes when she accidentally made eye contact with one of them, she would be so embarrassed she’d quickly lower her head.

At first she thought they were sports class specialty students. Later, from scattered gossip from others, she learned that those people were from Class 9 and not to be provoked.

Young masters who, even though they idled away every day doing nothing scholarly, would have worry-free futures.

People not from the same world as her.

“Our grade’s heartthrob is also in your class.” Liao Yuemin joined the conversation, looking at Xu You: “This morning when you went, did you see a particularly handsome boy?”

“Xie Ci?”

Li Lingfang turned the pen in her hand, rushing to ask.

Chen Xiao and Liao Yuemin asked simultaneously: “Aren’t you supposed to be oblivious to the outside world, focused only on studying?”

Li Lingfang shrugged, “Xie Ci seems to have some relationship with our class’s beauty…”

The honor class’s beauty, Qiu Qingqing, was pretty and had good grades. She was particularly proud, with many pursuers.

Widely known as No. 1 Middle School Lin City’s version of Shen Jiayi.

“No no, not Xie Ci. It’s Xu Xingchun, one of the top three students in the grade, and I think he’s also class president.”

Liao Yuemin pouted, “But Xie Ci is also very handsome. However, I feel he’s too much of a player—he changes girlfriends so fast.”

…

Xu You listened to their gossip, feeling unable to join the conversation, so she could only remain silent.

Sitting on the bed, slowly waiting for her hair to dry.

Spacing out, she began to worry.

What should she do about the grade big boss’s physics homework?

Chapter 3: Very Bad
Lunch break time passed in a flash.

Afternoon classes began at two-thirty, with three periods. Evening self-study wasn’t mandatory for day students. Xu You packed her books into her backpack, changed into a short-sleeved shirt, put on her school uniform jacket, and headed to the classroom.

September weather—once past noon, it became exceptionally muggy. By the time she walked all the way to the classroom, sweat had formed on her forehead.

It was already two-fifteen, yet there were only a sparse two or three people in the classroom.

Xu You sat in her seat, glanced around, took out her book, and shook her head.

If she hadn’t known that her class had just finished PE this morning, she would almost suspect that everyone had run off to gather at the sports field for first period.

She quietly worked on math problems for a while. People gradually trickled into the classroom. Xu You held a pen in her hand, head down flipping through her book, when a cup of crushed ice was suddenly placed on her desk.

She looked up to see Fu Xueli carrying a Hello Kitty purse, smiling as she said: “Little friend, bought this for you.”

“Ah?” Xu You hurriedly stood up to let Fu Xueli in, stammering: “This… I…”

“What’s with all the ‘you’ and ‘I’.”

Fu Xueli shook her head and raised her eyebrows, “If you don’t drink it, I’ll throw it away.”

After a few seconds, Xu You lowered her head and said very softly: “Thank you.”

She thought about it and felt that the new classmates in this class didn’t seem as terrible as the outside rumors suggested.

At least her deskmate, Fu Xueli, was truly an enthusiastic and beautiful girl.

Xu You bit the straw and secretly glanced twice at the person sitting beside her playing on their phone.

She accidentally sucked in a large mouthful—the crushed ice was too cold, making her shiver.

Unable to hold back a cough, but afraid of disturbing other students in the classroom, she could only cover her mouth.

Xu You rarely drank this kind of thing. At home she only drank the cooled boiled water and mung bean soup her grandmother made. Those strange drinks and cold beverages—she never touched them.

Seeing her like this, Fu Xueli burst out laughing and suddenly asked: “Hey… little friend, do you have a boyfriend?”

“Ah?” Xu You was stunned, then shook her head, “No.”

“You’re so cute, and no one’s pursuing you?”

Xu You felt embarrassed: “I’m not cute. You’re the first person to compliment me as cute.”

“Really?” Fu Xueli laughed again, “That shows I have good taste.”

The two of them nestled in their seats like this, chatting back and forth.

Actually, Xu You wasn’t an introverted girl in the traditional sense—she was just a bit slow to warm up. Once familiar, she felt she actually had a lot to say.

Gradually, the class filled up and became somewhat noisy. The teacher walked up to the podium carrying lecture notes.

Xu You quickly finished what was left in the cup, tidied up her desk surface, and took out her Chinese textbook.

“Hey, why are there two empty seats at the back of group four? Who sits there?” The Chinese teacher pointed over and asked the class president.

“Xie Ci and Song Yifan.”

The class president stood up and answered in an indifferent tone, clearly having dealt with this question many times.

The Chinese teacher rolled her eyes and didn’t continue asking.

These two—at best they’d step into the classroom right on time, at worst they’d be late.

Teachers of various subjects found it annoying but had no real solution.

She took a sip of water, picked up chalk, and wrote “Jing Ke Assassinates the King of Qin” on the blackboard.

Halfway through writing, the back door of the classroom was slammed open with a bang.

The entire class’s eyes looked over, and the Chinese teacher’s hand paused as she turned around.

Xie Ci and Song Yifan, as if nothing had happened, faced the entire class’s gaze and swaggered in one after the other.

The Chinese teacher seemed to hold back for a moment, didn’t lose her temper, and turned back to finish writing on the blackboard.

Xu You listened nervously to the commotion behind her.

—Clang, thud.

The two masters pulled out their chairs, making quite a racket, and finally sat down.

“What were you guys doing? Did you resolve Fu Yishun’s matter?”

Fu Xueli leaned her back against Xie Ci’s desk, lowering her voice and turning to look at them.

Xie Ci was too lazy to talk. He casually pulled a book from his drawer and slapped it on the desk.

Song Yifan bounced his leg and said indifferently: “Fu Yishun is nothing. Ah Ci and I got people to rough him up, then went to the internet cafe to play games.”

“Wait, Ah Ci, are you really official with Qiu Qingqing?” Fu Xueli looked at him, “That girl has such a fake air about her. I don’t like her.”

“You’re just jealous she’s prettier than you.” Song Yifan said dismissively from the side.

“No, Song Yifan, don’t you think so?” Fu Xueli looked serious, “Ah Ci has taken her out to hang out a few times, and I feel like she really looks down on us poor students.”

Song Yifan didn’t care and responded with an “oh,” saying: “Well, she emerges from the mud unstained.”

Xie Ci didn’t say a word from beginning to end. Getting somewhat impatient, he lay down on his desk preparing to sleep.

“Alright, today we’re learning a new lesson.”

The Chinese teacher stood on the podium and cleared her throat, “Everyone quiet down. I’m going to find someone to read the text.”

Hmm…

The class instantly fell silent.

Damn.

Such a long classical Chinese text, and she insists on having someone read it—what’s wrong with her?

Most people in the class quickly lowered their heads, avoiding her surveying gaze.

The Chinese teacher scanned around, her eyes lighting up as she pointed at Xu You sitting upright: “That girl in the back, are you the transfer student who came this morning?”

Xu You froze for a moment. When she realized the teacher was asking her, with eyes from all directions watching, she couldn’t help blushing, silently stood up, and nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“Xu You.”

“Where are you from?”

“Xizhou.”

“Oh my, that place.” The Chinese teacher thought for a moment and nodded thoughtfully, “A southerner—no wonder you’re so fair.”

As soon as the words fell, the entire class burst into laughter.

Xu You stood there awkwardly, head slightly lowered.

Although she had excelled academically since childhood and was a teacher’s pet, for some reason she was afraid of being called on to answer questions. Every time she stood up, her ears would turn bright red.

This kind of well-behaved, quiet female student was well-liked by Chinese teachers. She nodded and said: “Then you read this text for us.”

Summer sunlight passed through the glass, with fine particles floating in lines of light columns in the air.

Xu You’s uniform sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, exposing a thin, pale arm. She picked up her Chinese book and began reading from the first line.

Word by word.

Her voice carried the soft, waxy quality unique to Jiangnan, with a slow cadence that was especially soothing and gentle.

“General Qin Wang Jian defeated Zhao, captured the King of Zhao, completely occupied its territory, advanced troops northward to seize land, reaching the southern border of Yan…”

The Chinese teacher nodded as she listened, her face wrinkled with smiles, visibly very satisfied.

Xu You not only read smoothly but also pronounced many difficult characters accurately.

It was the result of previewing in advance.

When she read “the wind howls and the Yi River runs cold,” she was interrupted by the teacher.

“Stop.” The Chinese teacher made a gesture and said gently, “Read that sentence again.”

Xu You hesitated: “…the wind howls…”

“It’s feng, with a back nasal sound.” The Chinese teacher interrupted her kindly: “Not fen. You read it as fen howls.”

“Feng, feng…”

Xu You reacted after a moment, lacking confidence.

Southerners indeed often couldn’t distinguish between back nasal and front nasal sounds, and didn’t speak Mandarin as well as northerners.

Song Yifan was right behind Xu You and heard everything clearly. He finally couldn’t help laughing, his body shaking.

Xie Ci beside him supported his head with one hand, eyes lowered looking at that line in the book “the wind howls and the Yi River runs cold,” grinning as he also laughed.

When these two brothers laughed, others also burst out laughing.

Classroom discipline was instantly disrupted.

The Chinese teacher was in the middle of speaking when she discovered the commotion in the back. Unable to hold back, she knocked on the blackboard forcefully. Seeing those boys with their delinquent appearance made her angry: “Song Yifan!! What are you laughing at? You read it!”

Song Yifan stopped laughing in one second and said miserably: “I’m not the only one laughing. My deskmate is also laughing.”

“Then you both read together!”

The Chinese teacher caught her breath and said: “Xu You, sit down first. Those certain people in the back—if you don’t want to listen to class, just sleep, but don’t disrupt classroom discipline!”

Although Xu You felt somewhat embarrassed being laughed at, she still breathed a sigh of relief inwardly and sat down quietly.

Fu Xueli leaned over to comfort her, “It’s okay, little friend. Song Yifan and the others are just habitually cheap like that. Don’t take it to heart.”

Xu You nodded, not angry, and said softly: “I don’t mind.”

Actually, it wasn’t a big deal anyway. She had a good temper.

After waiting a while, the two people behind slowly and reluctantly stood up.

“Teacher, Xie Ci and I are illiterate. Can you let us off?”

Song Yifan said carelessly, continuing to mouth off.

The Chinese teacher’s eyes widened: “If I tell you to read, then read. Where does all this nonsense come from! Xie Ci, you start first.”

Xie Ci leaned his shoulder against the wall sideways, brought the book to his eyes, glanced at it, and lazily continued reading: “Fen howls and the Yi River runs cold.”

As soon as this sentence came out, the entire class burst into laughter.

The Chinese teacher’s eyes bulged with anger: “Are you done or not? Read it properly!”

Xu You lowered her head, looking at her Chinese textbook, and didn’t laugh. Being deliberately mocked like this by that person behind her made her feel even more embarrassed.

Sigh.

She felt a bit exhausted.

After spacing out for a while, Song Yifan’s sarcastic tone made Xu You perk up a bit, so she continued gripping her pen and listening attentively.

Finally enduring two Chinese class periods, the last period was self-study.

During the ten-minute break, all sorts of demons and monsters were causing trouble, with desks and stools being moved around noisily by a group of rowdy boys.

Xu You opened an extracurricular resource book with classical Chinese annotations, preparing to copy down explanations of some key sentences from the new lesson.

After writing for a while with rustling sounds, the class bell rang. Everyone returned to their original seats, and those who had gone to the bathroom also came running back from the hallway.

Fu Xueli had been sleeping since the end of the second period.

Xu You took the book Fu Xueli had left on the desk and also copied a set of notes for her.

Self-study class was generally quiet, with only occasional sounds.

“Hey, switch positions.” Xie Ci suddenly spoke.

Song Yifan was baffled, “What for?”

Xie Ci kicked him: “Hurry up, so much nonsense.”

Then the two made a rustling commotion.

Xu You’s pen tip paused for a while. After confirming nothing had happened, she felt relieved and continued doing homework.

Quietly, more than ten minutes passed.

Her stool was suddenly kicked by someone, accompanied by a voice: “Hey, my physics homework…”

Xu You’s heart clenched.

Not knowing how to respond, since she hadn’t written it herself.

Not wanting to disturb others by explaining to him, she could only pretend not to hear and continue copying notes.

After a while.

Her stool was kicked twice more.

Xu You’s spine stiffened. After he finished kicking, she continued doing homework.

Song Yifan kept casting meaningful glances her way.

Xu You’s expression was stiff, never responding.

Until.

The stool she was sitting on was hooked by someone’s foot and suddenly dragged backward.

A harsh screeching sound startled her, and she hurriedly grabbed the desk edge.

People around cast surprised looks, and Fu Xueli was also woken up.

Xu You finally couldn’t hold back anymore.

She turned around, not daring to look at him, could only lower her eyebrows submissively and murmur softly: “Classmate, your physics homework, I…”

“What about you?”

“I don’t know which problems to do.”

“Bring the book over.”

Xie Ci looked down at her from above.

“What?” Xu You was stunned.

“Physics book.”

“Ah…?”

Xie Ci leaned back against the chair back, slightly raised his chin, and raised his eyebrows: “I’ll mark out the problems for you.”

Chapter 4: Chance Encounter
It was truly rare to meet such an unreasonable boy.

Xu You suppressed the anger in her heart, spread open the physics book on her desk that was marked up messily, and while copying problems onto the exercise book, consoled herself.

Helping that big boss in the back write homework—just write it then.

After all.

She couldn’t afford to provoke him.

Endure for a moment and calm will prevail; take a step back and the sea and sky will open wide.

Having restrained her temper, she still wanted to yell at the boy behind her:

Can’t you write your own homework yourself?

In his exercise book, the handwriting for past physics homework was different each time.

Xu You flipped through it and roughly understood that she wasn’t the first person to help him write homework.

The teacher’s review and correction marks were also very few, generally just signing a date. Clearly, they completely turned a blind eye to this despicable behavior of Xie Ci having classmates write for him.

Even the subject teachers couldn’t control him, let alone her.

In no time at all, it took Xu You only about ten minutes to finish his physics homework.

The practice problems in the book were all basic, and physics had always been Xu You’s strong suit, so writing them was very easy.

With just a few minutes left until class ended, several boys from the back rows of the classroom gradually left.

Fu Xueli stretched lazily, pressing her hand on her shoulder and rotating her arm, and said to Xu You: “You don’t need to write so seriously. Just scribble a couple of marks and it’s okay.”

Actually, she found it quite baffling.

Why did Xie Ci want Xu You to help him write homework? The teacher didn’t care whether he turned it in or not anyway.

“It’s fine, I’ve already finished.”

Xu You pressed her lips together slightly, completed the last character, and put down her pen.

She looked up at the clock hanging in the classroom.

The bell would ring soon.

Xu You closed the physics exercise book, didn’t turn around, and held it up in her hand to pass it backward.

After waiting two or three seconds, no one took it.

She turned her head.

And met Xie Ci’s half-smiling gaze.

He had no intention whatsoever of reaching out to take it.

Xu You could feel that interested gaze. She sighed silently in her heart, said nothing more, placed the exercise book on his desk, and turned around.

—

In the blink of an eye, it was Friday afternoon. After the second period in the afternoon, first and second-year students could start their weekend.

The entrance of Lin City No. 1 Middle School was blocked by many people from other schools, bustling and lively.

Xie Ci and his group had left the school gates early, a bunch of them waiting at the coffee shop next to the school.

Today was Li Jieyi from Class 4’s birthday. He usually hung out with Xie Ci and his group, and since it happened to be the weekend, they were planning to go out and have fun tonight.

The phone buzzed and vibrated on the wooden table. It rang then stopped.

Xie Ci held playing cards in his hand. Taking a moment to glance at it, he ignored it.

After a while.

Song Ci poked his back and said quietly: “Brother, at the door.”

Qiu Qingqing made a fist with her hand and stood on the coffee shop steps for a while.

Various gazes wandered over her with ill intent. Pride and strong self-esteem prevented her from stepping through that door.

Through the transparent glass window, she could even easily see Xie Ci’s profile—a cigarette in his mouth, throwing out playing cards one by one.

The phone was right beside him, but he just wouldn’t answer.

“How much longer for your girlfriend?”

After playing cards for a while, Xie Ci found it boring, threw the remaining cards on the table, and asked Li Jieyi, “Can you call her to hurry up?”

“It’s still early for dinner. Where are you thinking of going?”

Li Yijie saw he wasn’t playing anymore and also put down the cards in his hand. Just as he was about to speak, he looked up and saw someone coming from behind. The words that popped out of his mouth changed halfway, and he raised his eyebrows playfully: “Well, well, I didn’t wait for my girlfriend, but waited for your girl.”

“Xie Ci.”

A restrained female voice rang out.

Xie Ci still had half a cigarette in his mouth. His elbow propped on the table edge, he turned his head.

Qiu Qingqing was two meters away from him, eyes red-rimmed, saying word by word: “Come out with me and make things clear.”

Her choice to come in and find him was ultimately based on believing that Xie Ci treated her differently, relying on the fact that he liked her.

Xie Ci didn’t speak, and the others didn’t dare make a sound either. You look at me, I look at you.

Collective silence.

What’s going on here?

When did Ah Ci and Shen Jiayi start quarreling?

Xie Ci ran a hand through his hair, his face blank without much expression, “Go out for what?”

Qiu Qingqing: “If you don’t come out, we’ll break up.”

Xie Ci held the cigarette loosely in his mouth and smiled: “Then let’s break up.”

As soon as the words were spoken, he was splashed in the face with a cup of cold water.

His eyes only had time to close.

Water droplets slowly slid down from his black hair, eyelashes, lips, and cheeks.

The cigarette held in his lips was also doused.

Everyone gasped.

This girl has guts.

Daring to do this to Ah Ci—there probably aren’t many in No. 1 Middle School.

Fu Xueli had been playing on her phone with her head down. Disturbed by this commotion, she looked up in that direction.

Only saw Qiu Qingqing’s back as she ran out the door.

The proprietress handed Xie Ci a clean white towel.

“Not going to chase her?”

Xie Ci still had that indifferent look, removed the cigarette from his mouth, lowered his eyes, and hummed in acknowledgment.

Song Yifan knew he was suppressing his anger.

After hesitating for two seconds, he asked: “What’s going on between you and Qiu Qingqing…”

He knew Xie Ci was a player who changed girlfriends quickly. Many girls chased him, and he had many ex-girlfriends. Basically, after dating for less than a week or two, he’d get tired of them.

However, after getting together with Qiu Qingqing last month, Xie Ci seemed not to have caused any trouble.

It made Song Yifan almost think he was going to turn over a new leaf.

Didn’t expect today’s scene.

“Is it about what happened last night…?” Li Jieyi asked with a smile, sneakily pursuing the topic.

Xie Ci was too lazy to respond and put another cigarette in his mouth.

Last night they went singing, and Qiu Qingqing came too. She sat beside Xie Ci the whole time, not talking to anyone. Seeing her unwilling to “go along with their depravity” appearance, everyone tactfully didn’t disturb her.

After all, a famous three-good student in the grade, and pretty too. Just too proud.

Later in the singing, some people drank a bit and started playing Truth or Dare. A group of people got into it. In one round of Dare, Xie Ci lost and kissed a girl.

Anyway, they were all used to fooling around—no one took it to heart.

However, unexpectedly, Qiu Qingqing’s face immediately darkened, and she slammed the door and left on the spot.

Today she’s asking for a breakup.

Fu Xueli looked completely dismissive, “Break up then. It’s not like Ah Ci lacks girls.”

As she was saying this, Li Yijie’s girlfriend Tu Youyou finally arrived with a group of her friends.

There were probably two or three junior girls, all a bit shy.

Seeing a group of second-year big shots sitting there, they called out in unison: “Hello, seniors!”

“Hello, juniors.”

Some people, seeing pretty young girls, became improper.

Xie Ci only smoked half the cigarette before extinguishing it and casually tossing it into a nearby trash can. He picked up his phone from the table and said to the group: “Let’s go.”

—

Traffic flowed beside them, and the sky darkened. Lights in this city gradually lit up one after another, with the fragrance of roses and gardenias floating in the air.

On Friday evening, the streets were noisy.

Xu You carried bags in both hands, filled with daily necessities and small snacks she’d just bought at the supermarket.

Not long after school let out in the afternoon, she was dragged out of school by Chen Xiao to go shopping at Walmart. The two conveniently ate dinner outside.

Her stomach felt a bit bloated now, so she planned to walk back to school and digest while walking.

“There are so many people today.” Chen Xiao held Xu You’s arm, walking along the roadside while saying: “Finally on break. When I get back to the dorm, I’m going to catch up on the series I didn’t finish watching.”

Xu You’s gaze circled her face, “The monthly exam is coming up soon. Aren’t you going to review?”

“What’s there to review? My parents don’t care about my grades anyway.”

Chen Xiao pursed her lips, lowered her head to reply to text messages, and didn’t notice a black SUV slowly stopping beside them.

A series of urgent horn honks sounded.

Xu You’s footsteps paused. She instinctively turned her head toward the sound source.

The black glass of the SUV’s front and rear windows slowly lowered.

Fu Xueli leaned on the car window edge, leaning out half her body, waving at them with a beaming smile: “What a coincidence, little friend! Where are you and your friend going? We’ll give you a ride.”

Chen Xiao’s mouth had already opened into a small O shape.

Isn’t this, isn’t this…

That group from Class 9…

Xie Ci had one hand on the steering wheel, elbow resting on the window edge, looking straight over here.

The evening breeze blew, carrying summer night warmth.

Xu You came back to her senses.

She responded: “No need to trouble you, thank you.”

“Don’t say that.” Fu Xueli made a motion as if to push open the car door and get out.

Xu You took two steps back, lifted the things in her hands, and said seriously: “They’re not heavy. My friend and I just finished eating. We’re taking a walk to digest.”

Actually, she was afraid of Xie Ci driving.

He was a minor, right? Driving without a license on the road was really dangerous.

Her long hair was loosely tied behind her head. Wearing a white school uniform short-sleeved shirt, standing not far from the streetlight, her temperament gentle and soft.

Inside the car.

Li Jieyi sat in the passenger seat, tilted his head back to look at Xu You, and casually asked: “Who’s that person? Seems like I haven’t seen her at school. Do you know her?”

Xie Ci glanced in the rearview mirror then withdrew his gaze, looking ahead, his fingers tapping the steering wheel intermittently, “Yeah, from our class. Fu Xueli’s deskmate.”

“Does she have a boyfriend?” Li Jieyi asked curiously.

Fu Xueli exploded when she heard this, glaring at him: “She’s a good student. Give it a rest.”

The meaning was very clear.

Telling him not to pursue Xu You.

“What’s wrong with good students? Ask Ah Ci—how many good students has he been with?” Li Jieyi had an ambiguous expression on his face.

Fu Xueli rolled her eyes, “She’s different from those green tea bitches who act one way and are another. She’s especially pure. If you dare to pursue my deskmate, I’ll get people to come after you, believe it or not?”

Seeing her protective mother hen posture, Song Yifan sitting nearby didn’t understand.

“Is Xu You your long-lost sister or something? She just transferred a few days ago and you’re already using the word ‘pure.’ How long have you two even been together, Big Pear? Your relationship is already this good?”

“No.” Fu Xueli said solemnly, “I just especially like people who study well and are also especially good people.”

“Besides.” She turned to look at Song Yifan and said: “Don’t you think she’s especially cute? Her temper is super good too. I don’t think any of you are worthy of such a good girl.”

Really.

Xu You carried a kind of gentle, peaceful quality that she felt she probably would never possess in this lifetime.

Very likable.

A brief silence.

Xie Ci scoffed, tilted his head, and his gaze swept out the window again.

After Xu You said goodbye to Fu Xueli, she had already walked away with the girl beside her.

He clicked his tongue in annoyance, stepped on the gas pedal, and the car shot forward a great distance.

Chapter 5: Write It Yourself
The weekend always passed the fastest, with most people having played crazily for two full days.

At six-thirty, Xu You climbed to the floor where the classroom was located, hugging her books.

As soon as she entered the classroom, she wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her.

For Monday morning self-study, there weren’t many people. More than half the seats at the back of the classroom were empty.

Only a handful of people were doing morning reading.

She took her bread to her seat and sat down, casually looking around, with only one thought in her mind—

Everyone attended morning self-study very casually and freely.

She took out her English book from the desk, turned to the vocabulary list page, and began writing from memory.

While writing, she was still thinking.

The teachers in this class didn’t seem to manage very strictly.

She remembered the school she used to attend was also a key high school in the city. Being late was a major taboo—everyone had to be in class by six-ten in the morning, and being even one minute late meant standing as punishment for one period. Classmates all seized every minute and second to study, didn’t chat during class, and never chased or played around after class. It formed a stark contrast with her current class.

Half an hour of morning self-study passed. Approaching the time for the first class period, more people gradually appeared in class.

The classroom was a din of voices.

Those rushing to do homework, those leaving their seats to collect homework, those wanting to copy homework—it was a bit chaotic.

Across an aisle, a male student asked Xu You to borrow the math paper she’d written over the weekend to check answers.

Xu You didn’t say anything and just pulled it out from her drawer and handed it to that boy.

She was still looking down organizing her English notes when from the corner of her eye she caught someone stopping beside her.

Xu You’s pen tip paused, and she looked up.

A tall male student stood at her side.

He wore a clean white school uniform, simple black athletic pants, holding a form in his hand.

“Hello, classmate. I’m the Class 9 president.”

“Ah, hello. Is there something?”

Chen Xiao, who was playing on her phone beside her, paused in her movements.

“It’s like this.” The class president placed the form on her desk and explained in a few words: “This is our class’s duty roster. You’re assigned to clean on Wednesday.”

Xu You picked it up to look at it and nodded: “I understand. Is it cleaning the classroom?”

“Yes, paired with Fu Xueli.”

After the class president finished his instructions, his gaze seemed to casually sweep to the side, then he turned and walked back to his own seat.

Fu Xueli watched that person’s retreating back, withdrew her gaze, and pretended to casually resume playing on her phone.

After playing for a while, she couldn’t hold back and struck up conversation with Xu You: “Hey, let me tell you, our class president has the same surname as you.”

Xu You made an “ah” sound and turned her head to look at her, “Also surnamed Xu?”

“That’s right.” Fu Xueli leaned close to her, “His name is Xu Xingchun. Isn’t the name really feminine? He also looks really feminine.”

Xu Xingchun.

She seemed to have heard this name somewhere…

Xu You frowned in thought and honestly said: “I think his name, like yours, sounds very nice.”

After speaking, she recalled in her mind what that boy had looked like just now.

His facial contours were a bit thin, his features very delicate, with narrow eyes at the corners.

“He doesn’t look feminine either.” Xu You was very honest.

Fu Xueli huffed, her expression unnatural, “What do you mean ‘like mine’? My name sounds much better than his.”

Xu You felt it was a bit strange. She wanted to ask but felt it was inappropriate, so she continued looking down to do homework.

After writing for a while.

Someone beside her placed a test paper on her desk.

“Classmate, there’s one problem where my calculation is different from yours. I don’t quite understand the method you wrote.”

It was the boy who had borrowed Xu You’s paper to check answers.

He bent down slightly, pushed up his glasses, and handed Xu You the draft paper: “Could I trouble you to explain it to me?”

“Ah, which problem?” Xu You pulled off the cap of her black gel pen and took the draft paper.

“The second-to-last major problem.”

She flipped the paper over and found that problem. Xu You glanced at it, wrote on the paper, and explained the problem-solving approach to that boy: “For this analytic geometry problem, I used trigonometric functions…”

Song Yifan happened to enter the classroom at this time.

He tossed his school uniform jacket into the drawer and asked Fu Xueli, “What’s Glasses doing with your deskmate?”

“Asking about a problem.”

“Holy crap.” Song Yifan was very surprised. He took out two homework assignments, turned around neatly, and frantically started copying, “So impressive—to have Glasses ask for help with a problem, your deskmate is an academic genius.”

Glasses was called Chen Chunlin. He was also considered a top student in the class, but unfortunately his Chinese had never been good, so his grade ranking wasn’t high. However, he was usually arrogant and very disdainful of students with poor grades.

Fu Xueli nodded absentmindedly, playing with her phone: “Yes.”

Song Yifan continued: “Then from now on, don’t drag her into chatting during class and delay her getting into Tsinghua or Peking University.”

“Who’s getting into Tsinghua or Peking University?”

Xie Ci stepped into the classroom right on time. He stood behind Song Yifan, heard their conversation, casually asked, and tossed his backpack inside.

Song Yifan got up to give him the seat, “Why did you come so late? There’s no time to copy homework for you.”

While speaking, the classroom door was pushed open. Teacher Li, who taught math, walked in, and the class bell rang.

The noisy sounds in class gradually diminished.

Song Yifan finished copying the last character, shook the test paper, and glanced sideways at Xie Ci: “What about your math paper? In a bit, Psycho Li will come around collecting them one by one. You’ll have to stand as punishment again.”

Tsk.

Xie Ci gave him a contemptuous glance, curved the corner of his lips, leaned back in his chair, and called out to Fu Xueli.

Fu Xueli turned around, “What?”

“Have your deskmate come here.”

Xie Ci’s chin gestured in Xu You’s direction.

Before Fu Xueli could speak, Xu You directly pulled out a completed math paper from a pile of papers on her desk and handed it to her. After handing it over, she picked up her pen again, lowered her head, and started working on problems. Looking as if it had nothing to do with her.

The entire process—she never glanced at them once.

But Fu Xueli understood, though she found it speechless. She slapped the test paper on Xie Ci’s desk: “Can’t you copy it yourself? Why do you always make other people write homework for you?”

Song Yifan acted as audience on the side, his expression also somewhat subtle.

In his impression, Xie Ci didn’t really like to provoke girls.

But…

“You…” Song Yifan put his hand on his shoulder, lowering his voice slightly to ask: “You’re a grown man, why do you keep bullying the little girl…?”

“Bullying what? The new student just likes helping me write homework.” Xie Ci pressed on his phone, smiling nonchalantly, lazily.

As soon as the words fell.

Xu You suddenly turned her head and met his eyes.

The two stared at each other for a few seconds, and she said seriously: “The new student doesn’t really like it.”

Her tone was a bit naive, but also carried that waxy quality from Jiangnan, sounding completely non-threatening.

Xie Ci leaned his body slightly forward, arms pressed on the desk, tilted his head, and stared at her with a smile: “Why don’t you like it?”

Her eyes were clean as water, but her brows furrowed slightly, as if very puzzled: “Why would you ask such a question?”

Xie Ci raised his eyebrows.

Then.

A group of unscholarly wastrels around them heard a piece of chicken soup for the soul from the southern transfer student:

“Homework should be written by yourself. Knowledge belongs to yourself.”

The air solidified.

“—Pfft.”

The originally somewhat tense atmosphere—then Song Yifan couldn’t hold back and burst out laughing.

Xie Ci was stunned for a moment, then also slowly curved his lips.

“Hahahahaha.” Fu Xueli reached over and couldn’t help pinching Xu You’s face.

Oh my, this child was truly adorable.

“Ahem.”

Song Yifan made a fist with his hand, placed it by his lips, and barely stopped laughing. Looking seemingly serious, he said: “Right, right, Student Xu’s teaching is correct. Well said—truly worthy of being our motherland’s future, the successor of communism.”

After speaking, he even clapped.

Xu You didn’t know what they were laughing about. Feeling somewhat vexed in her heart, she said nothing and turned around.

Her back was straight, thin and slender.

Soft black hair loosely bound behind her head, with a few strands of bangs falling in front, covering the contours of her profile.

From Xie Ci’s angle, he could only see that section of fair, tender neck.

Fuck.

He withdrew his gaze and cursed under his breath.

Chapter 6: Unintentional
After the second period on Monday, all students from Grade 10 and Grade 11 went to the North Field to participate in the weekly flag-raising ceremony.

Class 9’s position was directly facing the flag platform, right in the center of the field. Boys formed one vertical column, girls another, arranged by height.

The summer sunlight was scorching. Although it had just passed ten o’clock, when the rays shone on people’s exposed skin, sweat still poured down continuously.

The school rules at Linshi No. 1 High School required students to wear uniforms during the flag-raising ceremony. Looking from afar, it was all a sea of blue and white, except for the somewhat jarring patch in the middle.

That group of male students at the end of the class formation were all wearing their own clothes.

Black, yellow, red—a small patch of differently colored T-shirts mixed in, highlighting their sense of being different.

Grade 11 Class 9 was a very special existence in the entire grade.

Inside were academic achievers who could rival the experimental classes, as well as wealthy second-generation students at the bottom of the grade rankings. The people in Class 9 loved causing trouble, yet the school consistently maintained a hands-off attitude, or rather, turned a blind eye. This made other students harbor a feeling of respectful distance toward the people in this class.

If even the school couldn’t control them, they naturally couldn’t afford to provoke them either.

The Dean of Students came over once during this time, restraining his temper as he inquired of Xu Xingchun, who stood at the very front of the class, “Why aren’t those students in your class wearing uniforms again?”

Xu Xingchun pressed his lips together and answered in a formulaic manner: “They forgot to bring them.”

“Forgot to bring them again? How many times has this been?!”

Li Zhiping frowned, his voice rising, “Your Class 9, don’t always think about being special in the grade. If you’re studying at this school, you must follow this school’s rules!”

Xu Xingchun listened quietly, his expression unchanged. His eyebrows and eyes were deeply cold and calm, his features sharp and clear.

After educating him for a few more sentences, given that the student before him was a three-good student who consistently ranked at the top of the grade, Li Zhiping couldn’t directly lose his temper. He could only say: “Remember to remind them in advance next time, don’t be too excessive.”

After the Dean of Students left, only then did the few girls standing at the front dare to breathe out.

They chirped and chattered, discussing in low voices.

“Li Zhiping only ever dares to say something in front of the class monitor, if he’s so capable, why doesn’t he go to the back and talk to Xie Ci and the others…”

“Tch, what’s the use of talking to those people, would they even listen?”

“Then what’s the use of talking to the class monitor?”

“At least the class monitor would dare to go find that group of people in the back…”

“……..”

As conversations from nearby people drifted into her ears from time to time, Ma Xuanrui couldn’t help but secretly glance at the male student standing diagonally in front of her.

She looked for quite a while, perhaps her gaze was too direct. He became aware of it, turned his head to look back, his profile outlined in shadow by the sunlight.

She didn’t dare continue looking and quickly lowered her head, yet her heart couldn’t help feeling a wave of distraction.

Ma Xuanrui had been in the same class as Xu Xingchun for two semesters, yet the number of times they’d spoken could be counted on one hand.

She knew he was good-looking, had excellent grades, and was secretly admired by many female classmates in the class. During breaks, girls would deliberately bring their homework to ask him questions. He was never impatient, his expression always light, yet very polite.

When Heaven truly favors someone, it gives them all the best things.

Xu Xingchun was such a person.

The good student that teachers in the office would boast about to each other, an academic genius with near-perfect scores in every subject, with looks that were beyond criticism.

She was self-aware of her own ordinariness, utterly unremarkable among a group of glamorous girls. She had never fantasized about confessing to him.

It was just that occasionally when her mind wandered in class, her scratch paper would be filled with the three characters “Xu Xingchun.”

During PE class, she would secretly watch him. His interests, hobbies, and even his grades—she was thoroughly familiar with all of it in her heart. She didn’t dare let others know of her admiration, afraid people would think her foolishly delusional.

She could only secretly watch him.

The quiet and proud Xu Xingchun.

—

The flag-raising ceremony had already proceeded to the fifth item.

On the flag platform, the host read from the list: “Next, please welcome Qiu Qingqing from Grade 11 Class 8 to give a speech under the national flag.”

After finishing, the host went down.

But the applause below was prolonged and unceasing. It was even mixed with cheers and whistles.

Xu You had been looking down at the book in her hands, but hearing the commotion, she couldn’t help but look up.

Looking far away at the female student on the flag platform, she had a high ponytail, wore a white uniform and pleated skirt. Her entire being radiated a very confident aura.

Qiu Qingqing…

Xu You recalled this name in her mind.

Oh.

This was the female protagonist of that fight incident at noon that day.

Collecting her thoughts, Xu You continued reading.

The instant she lowered her head, she heard the brazenly loud discussion of two male students beside her.

“Aiya, Shen Jiayi ah, didn’t she just dump Xie Ci a while ago?”

“When did that happen?”

“Last week, probably.”

One male student answered casually.

Fu Xueli, standing in front of Xu You, couldn’t help but roll her eyes and said impatiently to the two people beside her, “Fang Qicheng, your mouth is really big.” It was clearly Xie Ci who dumped Qiu Qingqing, who knows who’s spreading nonsense.

Fang Qicheng raised his eyebrows innocently, saying with a smile, “Sister Xueli, I also just heard it from others, don’t mind it.”

He knew Fu Xueli had a good relationship with Xie Ci and that group, so he consciously stopped talking.

Fu Xueli snorted through her nose, “Who’s your sister?” After saying that, she turned off her phone, her bored gaze wandering around, then stopped on Xu You.

Her deskmate was wearing a blue and white autumn jacket, the end of her ponytail hanging loosely on her shoulders, her head lowered as she quietly read the book in her hands.

Completely at odds with the noisy atmosphere around her.

“What are you reading so seriously?” Fu Xueli bent down slightly, resting her head on Xu You’s shoulder, looking down and asking.

“Ah, what?” Xu You turned her head slightly, lifting the book in her hand, “This, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

Xu You closed the pages, showing her the cover, a light smile rippling at the corners of her lips: “A book by Long Yingtai.”

“……..”

Fu Xueli paused, asking: “Who is Long Yingtai?”

This time it was Xu You’s turn to be speechless.

“Hahahahahaha.” After teasing Xu You, Fu Xueli asked: “Why do you always wear the uniform, don’t you find it ugly?”

She had wanted to ask for a while now, why she always wore the uniform jacket. In Fu Xueli’s impression, even when hot, Xu You would only roll up her sleeves, never taking it off.

“Aren’t the school rules to wear it?” Xu You was taken aback again, asking back very seriously.

Fu Xueli laughed, “What are school rules, I’ve never heard of them since childhood.”

Xu You: ……..

Soon, the flag-raising ceremony reached its end.

The grade discipline committee member spoke, first briefly summarizing last week’s hygiene situation and each class’s tardiness situation. Then the loudspeaker routinely broadcast the school’s public criticism:

Grade 11 Class 9’s Xie Ci, Song Yifan, Li Qing, together with Grade 11 Class 1’s Fu Yishun as leaders, gathered other students on campus and engaged in a brawl on campus on X month XX day. The impact was extremely bad, seriously violating school discipline and regulations. The school has decided to give these four students a public criticism and probation.

It is hoped that other students will take this as a warning, study diligently, and obey the school’s various rules and regulations.

Before the criticism was even finished reading, a chorus of sighs arose from below.

The students indicated they had heard this type of public criticism countless times. Class 9 had almost become a special feature of Linshi No. 1 High School’s flag-raising ceremony.

The students in their class were probably the sum total of all students who had ever been on probation in the entire school.

—-

After being in the sun for half an hour, the flag-raising ceremony finally ended.

Each class’s formation disbanded. Xu You and Fu Xueli also merged into the crowd, moving toward the direction of the academic building.

After walking for a while, Fu Xueli linked her arm through Xu You’s, asking her seriously in a very small voice: “Have you ever forcibly kissed someone?… Or been forcibly kissed?”

Xu You was dumbfounded for a moment. After slowly processing it, she was clearly unable to handle this type of question, waving her hands, “This… is too strange, we’re still high school students.”

“Tch.” Fu Xueli forcefully kicked a pebble at her feet, her mood seemingly suddenly irritated.

She muttered and mumbled, her words still shocking as always, “High school students can even have babies, damn it.”

Xu You was silent.

Before she had time to say anything, two people walked past them, a male and a female.

The two seemed to be chatting happily, the female student almost brushing past Xu You’s shoulder.

She looked up and met eyes with the male student who happened to turn his face.

However, he wasn’t looking at Xu You, his gaze lightly sliding past the person beside Xu You.

Fu Xueli was still obliviously looking down, kicking the pebble at her feet, while kicking and cursing, “Fuck, fuck, fuck his mother Xu Xingchun…….”

Xu You quickly tugged at her clothes, saying with a guilty conscience: “Xueli, lower your voice…”

The male protagonist of her deskmate’s cursing was just a few meters away from them…

As she spoke, Xu Xingchun seemed to glance this way again, almost imperceptibly.

After those two people in front walked far away, only then did Xu You worriedly explain to Fu Xueli: “You were just cursing the class monitor, he probably heard you.”

Fu Xueli glanced at her, “If he heard, then he heard. This isn’t the first time I’ve cursed him.”

From the field back to the classroom, the fourth period was about to start.

Xu You sat at her seat organizing her books. The standing air conditioner behind her was spitting out cold air, the vent aimed directly at her, so cold that a layer of goosebumps rose on her body.

The continuous stream of cool air blew.

Her fingertips were ice cold. She had just taken out her pen preparing to write when she felt a wave of hot fluid in her lower abdomen surging downward.

Oh no.

Because of transferring schools this month, everything had passed in a rush. She had even forgotten the date of her period.

Xu You felt annoyed. She rummaged through her bag for a sanitary pad, stuffed it into her jacket pocket, and looked at the time.

“Xueli, how long until class?” Xu You asked Fu Xueli.

Fu Xueli saw her face full of strangely anxious urgency, puzzled, “Five more minutes, what’s wrong?”

Xu You nodded, bit her lip, got up and ran toward the restroom.

After solving the problem and coming out, there weren’t many people left in the corridor. The hallway was quiet.

Xu You was afraid of being late and couldn’t help but quicken her pace, jogging toward the classroom.

Class 9’s classroom was in the middle section of the third floor. There was a staircase by the back door.

As she approached the corner staircase near the classroom, her footsteps suddenly stopped.

She froze on the spot.

There were people kissing not far away.

The female student stood on the step, her arms around the male student’s neck, standing on tiptoe, her chest pressed against his chest.

That male student wasn’t doing anything, lazily half-leaning against the wall, letting that female student kiss him.

From her angle, she could see that male student’s face at a glance.

It was Xie Ci.

After Xu You reacted, she couldn’t help but be stunned.

This, they, in broad daylight… what if a teacher passed by?

She stood rooted to the spot, unable to advance or retreat.

Walking past them rashly like this would definitely be very awkward… but if she didn’t go past, she would be late for class.

While she was hesitating, embarrassed, her gaze fluttering everywhere, a blush rising on her small face.

A thick, deep gaze looked over.

Xie Ci discovered her. His bright black pupils held an unknown meaning in their depths, his eyebrow peak lifting.

Xu You’s cheeks flushed slightly red. Lowering her head, extremely embarrassed, she wanted to pretend she hadn’t seen anything and quickly pass by.

As she hurriedly quickened her steps, she heard a teasing male voice from the side, “Classmate Xu, seen enough?”

Chapter 7: Why Run Away
She held a breath in her chest, running until she was close to the classroom before releasing it.

Her steps slowed down. Xu You pushed open the back door of the classroom, raised her hand, and softly called out “Report.”

The English teacher, holding an exercise book, was explaining problems. She looked at her for quite a while, then asked unhurriedly: “Where did you go?”

This teacher’s surname was Zhang, a middle-aged woman in her menopause period. She treated students particularly harshly, poor Xu You, being new, didn’t know this.

She bit her lip, not wanting to waste class time, and stammered to explain: “Teacher, I’m sorry, I went to the restroom.”

Teacher Zhang asked: “Xie Ci, what about you, were you also in the restroom?”

What?

Xu You froze.

Hearing someone laugh behind her, she suddenly turned around and was startled.

Xie Ci had somehow already been standing behind her, the distance between them extremely close. His tall figure leaned crookedly against the door frame, his jacket slightly open, revealing the skull on the T-shirt underneath, swaggering at Xu You’s face just like its owner.

Seeing her completely dumbfounded expression, Xie Ci laughed even harder, using a voice only the two of them could hear, ambiguously asking in a low voice: “Classmate, after watching, you wanted to run away?”

Someone in the back row started jeering.

“—I’m asking you a question, Xie Ci. Which one of my classes are you not late to? Do you feel uncomfortable if you’re not late?” Teacher Zhang slammed the exercise book onto the podium, her shrill voice cutting through the classroom.

Xu You listened with her heart trembling, not daring to speak with Xie Ci anymore, lowering her head in silence.

After a few seconds.

The person behind her raised his eyes, asking carelessly: “How do you want me to be comfortable?”

……

After the entire class fell silent as death, earth-shattering waves of commotion erupted.

The male students in the back were making a racket, some whistling, some already laughing so hard they were bent over their desks unable to straighten up.

Wu Pengfei shouted at him: “Brother Ci, just speak properly, why did you suddenly become obscene?”

Their hippie smiling faces and unrestrained mouths made the teacher even more furious. Her face flushed red as she gritted her teeth, but with so many people present, she didn’t explode.

The result was that Xu You was permitted to return to her seat, while Xie Ci was made to stand outside the classroom as punishment for one period.

However, he wasn’t that obedient. In just a few minutes, there was no sign of anyone outside the classroom.

Teacher Zhang picked up the book again, shook it, and said sarcastically: “The exam is the day after tomorrow. Let’s see if you can still laugh so happily when your grades come out.”

As soon as she said this, the class immediately erupted in wails of grief.

Someone asked: “Teacher, it hasn’t been long since school started…”

“It’s precisely because it hasn’t been long since school started that I’m giving you a heads up.”

Xu You took out all her books, pressing her palm against her lower abdomen, her chin against the desk, writing the third English reading comprehension.

She wasn’t feeling well, so she could only use homework to distract some of her energy.

As soon as the bell rang for the end of class, the teacher walked out, and the classroom immediately became chaotic. Xu You lay listlessly on her seat, her face pale.

Zheng Xiaolin, sitting in front, holding paper and pen, had just turned around to ask a question when she was startled by Xu You’s weak appearance.

She set her things aside, bringing her face close to Xu You’s and asking: “Classmate, what’s wrong with you?”

“She’s on that, stomach ache.” Fu Xueli, while cracking sunflower seeds, took the time to answer for her.

As a fellow female, Zheng Xiaolin immediately understood, making two “oh” sounds.

Xu You lifted her head from her arms, asking listlessly: “What’s wrong, do you need something?”

“Nothing, nothing. I originally wanted to ask you about a question, but since you’re not feeling well, forget it.”

“Which one?”

Zheng Xiaolin pointed with her pen to an English question on the exercise book, asking: “Why does ‘feel’ have to be in this position in the sentence? The teacher explained too fast, I didn’t understand.”

“Let me see.” Xu You took the book, carefully reading through the question once.

Her abdomen ached sourly, the pain coming in waves.

Cold sweat appeared on her forehead. She moistened her dry lips, organizing her words to explain to Zheng Xiaolin: “‘Feel’ is a linking verb, followed by a predicate, describing the subject’s condition, so…”

Xu You felt somewhat drained of energy, forcing herself to maintain her spirits while explaining the problem to Zheng Xiaolin.

After explaining for a while.

“Oh! I understand now!”

Zheng Xiaolin looked suddenly enlightened, gratefully thanking Xu You, pressing her palms together: “Oh great master, thank you, thank you. I’m going to copy it into my correction notebook right now.”

After saying that, she turned back around.

Xu You couldn’t support herself anymore and collapsed back onto the desk.

After recovering slightly, waiting for the wave of pain to pass, she fumbled her water cup out from the drawer, supported herself on the desk to stand up, preparing to go to the water dispenser at the back of the classroom to get some hot water.

Xie Ci sat in the seat by the corridor in Group 3, his two long legs brazenly crossed, placed in the aisle, chatting sporadically with Song Yifan.

Absentmindedly, from the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Xu You stopping beside him.

“Classmate, I want to get water, could you let me pass?”

She lowered her head slightly, her small face pale, her voice very low, drowning in the noisy voices.

Xie Ci, whether he didn’t hear or was deliberately ignoring her, didn’t even lift his eyes once.

Xu You waited in place for a while. Finding that he had no intention of moving his feet in, she was too lazy to continue talking with him, and had no energy either, so she directly lifted her foot preparing to step over.

Xie Ci suddenly smiled, the tip of his tongue pushing against his cheek. While talking to others, his right foot unexpectedly blocked upward.

Xu You’s ankle was caught off guard, hooked by him and knocked together. Her movement failed to stop in time, her body falling forward. Her hands flailed about trying to support herself on the edge of the desk to steady herself, but her entire body’s center of gravity was unstable.

In the chaos, she felt her arm being forcefully pulled aside by someone.

Song Yifan beside them had his mouth open in an “O” shape, watching helplessly as Xu You, in this split second, threw herself completely onto Xie Ci.

A thought suddenly flashed through his mind: Did Xie Ci do that on purpose?

Xie Ci was hit by the oncoming water cup, hissing from the pain, and opened both hands to catch Xu You in his full embrace.

His back hit the desk behind him, letting out a muffled grunt.

The two made such a big commotion in class. With a crash, the world seemed to quiet down. Everyone’s gaze focused over, just in time to see this ambiguous scene.

The hot breath of his inhalations and exhalations sprayed beside her ear.

As if it was an instant thing, yet also as if a very long time had passed.

Xu You hadn’t yet recovered from her fright. After reacting for a few seconds, trembling terribly, she quickly pushed Xie Ci away trying to stand up.

All around her ears were ill-intentioned whistles and jeering sounds.

Xie Ci had one hand against her shoulder, one hand supporting her waist. Through the thin uniform, his fingertips felt the soft touch of the young girl. On her body was a faint scent of jasmine.

“You… you hurry up and let me go.”

Feeling her struggle, his throat slid up and down, his face moving closer, his voice low: “I used myself as a human cushion for you, you won’t even say thank you?”

Xu You was shocked by this person’s thick face. For the first time in her life, she so badly didn’t want to talk to someone. She bit her lip, her face flushed red with shame, struggling hard to break free from his restraint: “Classmate, let me go first.”

“Calling me what classmate, don’t you know my name?” He clicked his tongue, laughing even harder, his chest vibrating.

Seeing the two of them locked in stalemate for so long, the jeering voices of others grew louder and louder.

“Aiyowei, you two need to be mindful of your influence in class.” Someone whistled at them.

The rest echoed: “That’s right, in broad daylight don’t be inappropriate, Brother Ci.”

“Xie. Ci. Let. Go. Of. Your. Hand.” Xu You said word by word, extremely mortified. No matter how good her temperament was, her patience was nearly worn out at this moment.

Xie Ci laughed with a hum, saying slowly: “Wasn’t it you clinging to me and not leaving?”

Fu Xueli had just heard a loud crash and quickly turned her head to look. After reacting for a few seconds, she walked over quickly, pulling Xu You up with one yank, frowning as she said: “A’Ci, don’t go too far.”

Xie Ci made an “oh” sound, carelessly, the lazy roguish smile at the corner of his lips not diminishing.

After Xu You steadied herself, she said thank you to Fu Xueli in a low voice. Then under the gaze of a circle of people, she silently crouched down, picking up the books that had scattered on the floor one by one after being knocked over, putting them back on the desk. From start to finish, she never lifted her gaze, not saying a word, slowly walking back to her seat.

The oversized uniform jacket draped over her body, making her figure appear even more slender and frail.

“Boss, what are you doing, acting like a hooligan?” Song Yifan also reacted at this moment, stuttering out a useless question.

Xie Ci didn’t respond, his dark eyes staring at Xu You’s retreating figure.

Fu Xueli frowned and reproached: “Xu You wasn’t feeling well to begin with, and you still deliberately tormented her.”

“Huh?” Song Yifan was shocked, “What’s wrong with her, is she sick?”

“You idiot, you’re the one who’s sick.” Fu Xueli, exasperated, hit him, “Why would a girl not feel well!”

Xie Ci said nothing on the side. Unhurriedly, he bent down and picked up the blue water cup that had rolled to the side.

—

Xu You supported her forehead with one hand, biting her lip hard, holding a pen and copying math formulas over and over on scratch paper.

From trigonometric functions to spatial geometry, points, lines, planes, square roots, parentheses, decimal points…

After writing for a while, her mood was still irritable beyond measure, unable to calm down.

She lowered her head, just about to pull out the math exercise book from the drawer, when her face suddenly felt warm.

Xu You was startled, reflexively lifting her head to look up.

Xie Ci leaned lazily against her desk. The corner of his mouth slightly curved up, his palm holding the water cup he had just filled with warm water, pressing it against her face.

He lowered his eyelids, leaning down slightly, moving close to her ear and laughing softly: “Hey, don’t be angry anymore, okay?”

Chapter 8: Like He’s Possessed
“Little friend, what are you thinking about? Turn around.” Fu Xueli interrupted her daze.

Xu You made an “ah” sound, moved her eyes away from the water cup, returning from her distracted state, asking in confusion: “What’s wrong?”

“Look.” Fu Xueli gestured for her to look at the podium, “The teacher said group discussion, front and back rows.”

What?

What did the teacher just say? She hadn’t heard at all…

Xu You looked up and saw a line of white chalk writing in the center of the blackboard:

Write down the five things you consider most happy, in English. We’ll call on students to read them aloud later.

Fu Xueli had already turned around, but seeing Xu You not moving, she turned her head again to urge her: “Baby, hurry up, we need you. This old lady especially loves calling on people in our area.”

Just then the teacher finished getting water and came in from outside the classroom, saying as she walked: “Everyone hurry up, there’s still ten minutes left.”

Xu You’s body shook. With no time to think further, she picked up a pen and a piece of white paper and turned around.

The two male students in the back seat had been chatting idly, but at this moment they coincidentally stopped together, their gazes simultaneously looking toward Xu You who had turned around.

She lowered her head slightly, eyes looking at the scratch paper, holding the pen, saying softly and mildly: “You guys speak, I’ll translate.”

The classroom was filled with everyone talking enthusiastically in a cacophony of voices, but here it was strangely quiet.

After Fu Xueli finished replying to messages, she put away her phone. When she lifted her head, she discovered the atmosphere was somewhat awkward.

“What’s going on?” She was puzzled.

“Uh…” Song Yifan fell silent for a moment, “Don’t know.”

Actually, he felt a bit guilty because his brother had just bullied the little girl.

As for why Xie Ci wasn’t speaking… he didn’t know that either.

After a few seconds.

Xu You’s fingers curved slightly, sliding unconsciously on the paper. Song Yifan’s voice sounded in her ear, “Why aren’t you all saying anything? Then I’ll go first. Let me think.”

After speaking, he furrowed his brow and looked at the ceiling with squinted eyes, looking like he was deep in thought.

“Hurry up.” Fu Xueli propped her cheek with one hand, saying boredly: “What’s there for you to think about? Someone as shallow as you, besides eating and sleeping, what else is there?”

“Hey, Big Pear, you can’t talk like that. I’m a man with depth and dreams, okay?”

Fu Xueli crumpled up a piece of paper and threw it hard at Song Yifan: “I don’t like the nickname Big Pear, fuck your mother.”

“And.” She sat at a diagonal position from Song Yifan, standing up and making a motion to hit him, “Besides picking up girls, I really can’t see your depth.”

Song Yifan puffed out his chest, speaking righteously: “To be honest, apart from my academic performance being a bit poor—”

“Wait, not a bit poor, but terribly poor.”

Xu You couldn’t hold back and laughed.

Song Yifan, seeing the new classmate finally smile, breathed a sigh of relief, “Aiyowei, I won’t argue with you anymore. I’m going to study together with our Classmate Xu now.”

Then deliberately ignoring the light gaze his deskmate cast over because of that sentence.

While they were arguing, Xu You had already written her own on the paper.

She clicked the ballpoint pen, nodding at Song Yifan: “Then go ahead and say it.”

“Can I say anything? Do you know everything?”

Xu You was taken aback, “What do you want to say? I might not know everything.”

“Mm…” Song Yifan thought for a while, “I like playing basketball, sleeping, playing games…”

Xu You listened to him speak, seriously noting down each item on the scratch paper:

Play basketball, sleep, play games…

Fu Xueli beside them couldn’t listen anymore and reached out to interrupt: “Stop, stop, stop. Don’t say anymore. When you have to read this aloud later, it’ll be so embarrassing.”

“What’s wrong with what I said?” Song Yifan was unconvinced.

Fu Xueli turned her head to Xie Ci for validation, “A’Ci, don’t you think he’s really stupid?”

Xie Ci remained silent, with no reaction, the corner of his mouth twitching slightly.

Xu You said while writing: “Anything else? If not, I’ll turn back around.”

“Wait.” The person who had been silent for so long spoke up slowly.

He curved his lips, his voice drawn out, his tone a bit teasing, “Let me say—”

Whatever you want to say, just say it quickly.

Xu You chanted silently in her heart, not taking the bait.

Xie Ci didn’t speak, and she didn’t talk either, just holding the pen and waiting quietly, not anxious.

His wrist rested on the edge of the desk, his fingers constantly flipping the black phone, but his eyes were looking at her.

Quietly lying on the desk, so well-behaved, like a pure little white rabbit.

Song Yifan’s gaze shifted between Xu You and Xie Ci, going back and forth, discovering something wasn’t quite right.

After a while, his lazy voice sounded.

“Let me think…”

Xie Ci paused for a moment, as if seriously thinking.

Xu You glanced at her watch. Three minutes left. She concentrated on listening, pen ready to write.

“Seems like there’s nothing I particularly like. What should I do?”

Song Yifan laughed lecherously, punching him in the chest, “So simple. Xu You, just write ‘women’ for him.”

“Jesus, boring.” Fu Xueli clicked her tongue resentfully and turned around.

Xu You kept a straight face, ignoring their nonsense. She quickly wrote on the white paper: nothing. After writing, she put it on their desk, preparing to gather her things and turn back around.

“Oh, right, I remembered.” Xie Ci raised his eyebrows, calling out to stop Xu You again.

She slowly raised her eyes to look at him.

“What else?” she asked softly.

Why does this person have so many things to do?

“Don’t you know?” he asked back.

Xu You was silent. After two seconds, she frowned, “How would I know?”

Xie Ci suddenly laughed, “You really don’t know?”

There was some deeper meaning in his words, but Xu You was too lazy to figure it out.

The instant she turned her head, suddenly a wave of hot breath approached her ear.

Bringing a gust of wind.

Xie Ci stood up, supporting himself on the desk with one hand, leaning down close to Xu You’s neck. His pair of dark pupils looked straight ahead, his Adam’s apple moving slightly, lips curving wickedly as he whispered a sentence to her.

Xu You’s form froze like stone.

Xie Ci sat back in his seat, his elbow propped on the desk edge of the person behind him, supporting his head, staring at Xu You’s flushed profile. He laughed harder and harder.

Suddenly feeling someone watching him, Xie Ci shifted his gaze.

“Bro.” Song Yifan leaned over, saying with a complex expression: “When did you become…”

“What?”

“So fond of teasing little girls?”

Xie Ci glanced at him, asking lightly: “You have an opinion?”

“Aiyou, how would I dare?”

After a while.

“It’s not that, I just feel.” Song Yifan really couldn’t hold back. He leaned over again, using a voice only the two of them could hear, saying, “I just feel that lately you’re like you’re possessed or something, loving to get close to other people’s new classmate. What do you think?”

As soon as he finished speaking, his calf was viciously kicked. Song Yifan groaned in pain and immediately wisely shut his mouth.

Xu You used the back of her hand to wipe the sweat on her forehead.

With lowered eyes, she quickly wrote a passage on the scratch paper, tore it off, and slapped it on that person’s desk behind her.

In the classroom, the English teacher stood on the podium. Below, it gradually quieted down.

She cleared her throat, holding the lesson plan and asking: “Are you all done discussing?”

No one answered.

Teacher Zhang’s eyes scanned around. She raised her chin, pointing at Group 4: “Xie Ci, where did you run off to last period? You’re really lawless. Come, come, come, tell us what I wrote on the board.”

Xu You couldn’t help but bite her lower lip.

The person behind her stood up unhurriedly, the chair legs scraping against the floor, making a sound.

Seeing him not speak, Teacher Zhang glanced over coolly, saying mercilessly: “If you can’t say it, stand for one period.”

Xie Ci leaned lazily against the wall, using two fingers to pick up a white piece of scratch paper from the desk.

In the quiet classroom, using halting English, he slowly read aloud the sentence written in ballpoint pen:

—”I love to give somebody a glass of hot water.”

After Teacher Zhang heard it once, she thought for a few seconds, saying incredulously: “You like helping other people get hot water?”

Chapter 9: A’Chai
After the last English class ended, the bell rang. Sweeping away the classroom’s lifelessness, students happily packed up their things to go eat.

The PE monitor stood on the podium, banging his book and shouting: “Tomorrow is the monthly exam, so no PE class today!! Come directly to the classroom this afternoon, don’t go to the field!!”

Waves of sighs arose.

As soon as they left the classroom, without the air conditioning, a surging wave of heat hit them head-on, the temperature rising sharply.

Xu You felt a bit dizzy from the heat, books and homework cradled in her arms, turning a corner to go downstairs.

The crowd was packed, with noisy clamoring sounds.

Two female students in front walked arm in arm chatting, their voices just loud enough to reach Xu You’s ears.

“Hey, did you hear? Just now Chen Jingyi went to find a girl from the senior liberal arts class to fight. So many people were watching.”

“Senior liberal arts class? Who?”

“He Danlu, I think. She was directly grabbed by someone who threw a book at her face right at the classroom door, so I heard.”

“That wild? What happened, what happened?”

One person’s tone was extremely curious and gossipy.

“I also heard from my friend. It seems He Danlu and her friend ran into Chen Jingyi in the bathroom, then cursed her as a vixen, saying she had a slutty smell. She was immediately slapped by Chen Jingyi.”

“Huh?” That female student was incredulous, “A sophomore hitting a senior?!”

Then she added in confusion, “Why would she curse someone for no reason?”

The other female student whispered the gossip, “Seems like it’s because of Chen Jingyi’s ex-boyfriend. He Danlu is pursuing him, but hasn’t succeeded.”

“Ex-boyfriend? Who is it, do I know him… oh my god, so dramatic.”

“Xie Ci. Do you know him or not?”

“……..”

One of them paused for a few seconds before saying: “Who at No. 1 High doesn’t know him?”

After saying that, as if remembering something, she asked again: “Didn’t he just break up with Qiu Qingqing? Before that he was also with Chen Jingyi?”

“They’re all just playing around. Those people never lack beautiful women around them.” The female student sharing gossip sounded nonchalant, “Actually, that group from Class 9 are all pretty awful, but their families have money…”

After turning another corner, the voices ahead gradually diminished.

Xu You stepped down the stairs one by one. She had no interest in listening to other people’s gossip.

She thought to herself that she’d only been at this school for a few days, and didn’t know many people in Class 9, most were unfamiliar. Yet no matter where she went, she could hear those few familiar names.

Really, it was a bit like they were haunting her.

Just as she was spacing out, someone patted her shoulder. Xu You turned her head and saw her dormmate standing beside her.

“Youyou, are you going to the cafeteria now?!”

“Mm.” Xu You nodded.

Chen Xiao made an “ah” sound, grabbed her arm and shook it, “Come with me to buy food outside the school. I don’t want to wait in line alone.”

“Please?”

Xu You wasn’t good at refusing others. After being stunned for a moment, she said: “I’m still holding books. Is it far?”

“Not far, not far, just at the school gate.” After saying that, she dragged Xu You away, without any hesitation.

Lunch break was the liveliest time at the school gate area. Groups of students clustered around the doors of several small shops nearby. Many tall male students leaned or squatted by the trees, smoking and chatting while waiting for people.

The place they were queuing at was a fried noodle shop. It had been around for some years and had a good reputation. There were already many people in front, the queue extending outside the shop, the customers mostly students.

Chen Xiao enthusiastically pulled Xu You to stand at the end, standing on tiptoe to look ahead, “Aiya, so many people. We’ll probably have to wait a while. A’Chai, you’re not hungry, right?”

She turned her head to ask Xu You.

A’Chai was Xu You’s nickname.

When Chen Lizhi came to the school dormitory to see her last weekend, she called it a few times and Chen Xiao happened to hear. She thought it sounded nice so occasionally started calling her that too.

The two stood on the road, exposed to the blazing sun. Xu You wore long sleeves and a jacket, her face already covered in sweat. She shook her head, “It’s fine, I’m not hungry.”

Tormented by menstrual pain, her small face was pale and delicate, her lips bloodless.

After queuing for a long time, there were always a few people cutting in line ahead, and the queue seemed not to have moved at all. They were still in the same spot.

Xu You supported her waist with one hand, patting Chen Xiao who was playing on her phone, saying weakly: “I’m going to squat for a bit. You keep queuing.”

That sinking pain in her lower abdomen made one want to curl up, perhaps it would feel a bit better.

Chen Xiao was startled by her weak appearance, hurriedly putting away her phone and supporting her as she asked: “What’s wrong with you?”

Xu You frowned, paused, then slowly said: “Menstrual cramps, it’s fine.”

“Why don’t you go back first? Don’t wait in line with me anymore.”

“It’s okay. I’ll go recover for a bit. Call me when you’re done.”

She squatted under a tree not far away where there were few people. Behind her was a coffee shop, with the crisp tinkling sound of a piano flowing slowly.

Xu You fumbled out an apple-flavored lollipop from her jacket pocket and put it in her mouth to chew.

Her abdomen cramped, even with some stomach spasms. It made breathing difficult.

—

Inside the coffee shop.

Tu Youyou’s five fingers were tightly interlocked with Li Jieyi’s. She hugged his arm, clinging to him, acting coquettishly in a low voice: “Where should we go play this afternoon?”

Someone beside them was smoking. Hearing this, he replied: “Go play on the bed.”

“You’re annoying.” Tu Youyou laughed and scolded, still being coy.

Heh.

That person didn’t look up, laughing mockingly in a low voice, coughing once.

Li Jieyi raised his hand, draping it over his girlfriend’s shoulder, turning his head to talk to that person: “A’Ci, what do you say? Are you going to play cards this afternoon or not?”

“Not going.” His voice was lazy, his arm draped over the chair, pulling up the corner of his mouth in a smile.

“Why not go? What’s fun about staying at school?”

Xie Ci asked back: “What’s fun about going?”

“You can play whatever you want.” Li Jieyi smiled ambiguously and wickedly.

Song Yifan came over carrying drinks, just hearing this sentence. He sat down at the booth, incidentally answering for Xie Ci, “He now wholeheartedly only wants to play with a female student from our class.”

“Really? Which female student? Such great charm to attract Brother Ci’s attention. Have I met her? Is she pretty?” Li Jieyi threw out a string of questions, his face full of curiosity.

Song Yifan said with a straight face: “No no no, they’re purely discussing academics. That female student is teaching A’Ci to study English…”

As he spoke, he revealed his true nature, his face full of wicked smiles as he made dirty jokes, “As for how they’ll play in the future, I don’t know.”

These words were said ambiguously. The person in question neither acknowledged nor refuted it, as if it had nothing to do with him.

However, Wang Xiaoqian sitting on the side laughed and said to Li Jieyi: “You’re still thinking about going out to play today. Tomorrow is the monthly exam. Didn’t you say last time your dad froze your card, and you’ll talk about it after you do well on the exam?”

Li Jieyi was impatient, “How well can I do? Fuck, why’d you have to bring this up, buzzkill.”

The others laughed.

Linshi No. 1 High School was quite wealthy. Everything was built quite well, including the exam hall signal blockers. When they were first used, the school proudly claimed they were comparable to the college entrance exam halls. Students didn’t believe it, but after taking one exam they were completely convinced. This damn thing really works well.

Phones completely unusable.

“Hey, you.” Wang Xiaoqian rolled his eyes.

Song Yifan flipped through the menu on the table, saying profoundly: “No problem, bro. This time we have a genius in our exam room.”

“What genius?” Li Jieyi’s eyes lit up, urging: “Aiyou fuck, hurry up and say it, don’t let your bro die of anxiety.”

Song Yifan took a sip of his drink, picked up his phone and slowly replied to messages, saying: “I’ve already inquired. This time the transfer students and repeat students are all in the same exam room as us.”

“And then?”

“Idiot, I told you about that student who just transferred to our class. Her grades are really good, and she’s nice too. She has the best relationship with me. I’ve already talked to her. When the time comes, you can just copy from her.”

Hearing this, Xie Ci slightly raised his brow bone, his hand holding the cigarette stopping there, “Best relationship with you?”

Before Song Yifan could speak, his gaze casually glanced outside, then fixed.

After a few seconds.

“Hey, shit… that, that, bro.” Song Yifan stood up, walked forward and squinted to look, patting Xie Ci and saying: “Look outside, is that someone we know squatting there?”

—

Xu You’s soft, curved hair tips hung loosely, almost covering half her face. She hugged a stack of books in her arms, squatting there.

The blazing sun brought a gust of wind. In the dense tree shade, cicadas kept calling nonstop.

She lowered her head, bent her index finger, and rubbed the corner of her forehead.

When she opened her eyes again, a pair of black sneakers appeared before her eyes.

Xu You’s gaze moved upward.

Xie Ci wore a black jacket and T-shirt, bending down slightly, tilting his head to look at her, his face showing undisguised mischief, “Classmate Xu, are you squatting here waiting for me?”

Her upturned face showed a listless expression, her pointed delicate jaw, her face pale.

Xu You didn’t want to deal with him. She supported herself on her knees, preparing to stand up.

Who knew that after squatting for too long, her calves were numb. The instant she stood up, her center of gravity was somewhat unstable.

Xie Ci reacted quickly, his eyes and hands fast as he supported her.

Xie Ci grabbed half of her arm, the long sleeve of the school uniform jacket wrapping around half her palm, revealing frost-white slender fingers.

“Are you steady?” His eyes looked at the soft black hair whorl on top of her head, asking in a low voice.

His lean chest pressed very close to her.

Xu You nodded, wanting to push him away. Already impatient in her heart, she absentmindedly thanked him in a low voice, “Thank you, you can let go of your hand now.”

Xie Ci made an “oh” sound, but didn’t let go. Instead, he asked carelessly: “Did you do it on purpose? Falling into my arms twice in one day?”

“Nong lao cuo qi oh! (You’re so annoying!)” Xu You wasn’t feeling well, and now her temper also rose. She couldn’t help but loudly scold him in her hometown dialect.

Then she pushed hard.

He was pushed back, staggering a few steps.

Hearing her jabber and scold him in gibberish, Xie Ci tilted his head and smiled, his thin lips slightly raised as he asked her: “Nong what?”

Xu You turned and walked away, not looking back.

—

When she went to find Chen Xiao, she had already reached the front of the queue. The boss was making her noodles.

Xu You held her books, waiting for her beside the queue.

Here the oily smoke smell was very heavy, waves of hot aromatic steam from the food wafting and dispersing.

Chen Xiao took the plastic bag the boss packed, paid the money, then said to Xu You: “Let’s go, I’m done.”

Xu You nodded and followed her toward the school’s side gate.

They hadn’t walked far when Xu You heard a series of hurried footsteps behind them, accompanied by shouts:

—”Hey, hey, hey, hey, young lady in front, wait a moment.”

Xu You and Chen Xiao turned around and saw someone running over. In a moment, she reached the two of them.

It was a young girl wearing work clothes, with a green apron around her waist with the logo of Wu Yin Milk Tea Shop on it.

She stopped out of breath, holding something in her hand, handing it to Xu You, “Young lady, someone just bought you a cup of red date milk and asked us to give it to you.”

Chapter 10: Exam
She didn’t know what that person wanted to do.

Xu You thought somewhat wearily, holding that cup of hot drink in her hand, silently quiet the whole way.

Suddenly feeling someone watching her, Xu You came back to her senses and met Chen Xiao’s gaze.

She smiled at Xu You, her voice faint as it sounded: “A’Chai, who bought you the milk tea?”

After a few seconds of silence, Xu You asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just a bit curious.”

Xu You didn’t know that Chen Xiao’s mind had already started fantasizing wildly. She shook her head, “I don’t know either…”

“Don’t pretend!”

Chen Xiao had a serious expression, pressing on: “Tell me, are you having an affair with someone?!”

An affair?!

This word scared Xu You.

It was too absurd. She had only transferred schools a few days ago, hadn’t even recognized everyone yet. An affair with whom…

“Where is your mind going?”

Xu You didn’t know what to say, a bit anxious, making two “aiya” sounds, “Your imagination is too rich.”

“It must be a classmate from your class who bought it!”

Chen Xiao, seeing Xu You’s appearance, thought she really didn’t know and began analyzing in detail: “But the male students in your class are all quite high quality. Many are handsome, and many have good family backgrounds too. You could say it’s a class with very high quality in the grade…”

It seemed girls of this age were all very concerned about various gossip matters in the grade, and often gathered together to share.

Xu You was obviously distracted.

Chen Xiao continued, pulling her along and getting more and more excited as she spoke: “Maybe you’ve already been noticed by some male student in your class, A’Chai!”

“That…” Xu You didn’t want to continue discussing this kind of thing and began changing the topic, “Do you know where the multimedia classroom is?”

“Multimedia classroom?” Chen Xiao’s train of thought stopped, frowning in confusion, “Why do you need to go there?”

Xu You answered: “Our teacher posted the exam room distribution for tomorrow’s monthly exam. I’m taking the test there.”

“Oh, oh, oh.” Chen Xiao reacted, “You’re a transfer student. I totally forgot. But that exam room is all those students at the bottom of the rankings.”

Xu You nodded to indicate she knew.

The two had just walked into the school, turning a corner from the tree-lined path, and an academic building appeared before their eyes.

Chen Xiao pointed across from the fountain, saying to Xu You: “Look, next to the music room, the first floor is the multimedia classroom.”

Xu You looked in the direction she pointed, silently remembering it in her heart.

—

According to No. 1 High’s custom, there was no morning self-study on exam days.

Because arts and sciences classes hadn’t been separated yet, all subjects had to be tested for both liberal arts and sciences comprehensive exams.

The first day, morning was Chinese, afternoon was science comprehensive, evening was liberal arts comprehensive.

The second day, morning was math, afternoon was English.

Xu You set her alarm for 6 o’clock to get up. She quietly put on her clothes, climbed down from bed, finished getting ready, and sat at the desk silently reading compositions for half an hour.

After a while longer, her roommates got up one by one.

Liao Yuemin rubbed her eyes yawning, passing by Xu You’s area, greeting her listlessly: “Youyou, up so early.”

Xu You responded, packed up her books, and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth and wash her face.

Before going out, she filled her large water cup with hot water, then put it in her backpack.

Taking the breakfast bought from the cafeteria, Xu You slowly walked to the exam room, with students passing by in small groups around her.

In the early morning campus, several osmanthus trees were planted by the roadside. It was the flowering season. When the cool breeze blew, the faint floral fragrance drifted and dispersed.

The sky was slightly bright, golden light sprinkling across the horizon.

Arriving at the exam room, Xu You found her seat and sat down, took out her books, and began reviewing while eating her breakfast.

8:30 was exam time.

Xu You looked down at her watch. It was already 8 o’clock, but there were still very few people in the exam room.

After another ten minutes or so, people gradually increased.

Li Jieyi came together with Song Yifan and Xie Ci. The few of them didn’t bring anything, just took a pen, swaggering one after another into the exam room.

His hand draped over Song Yifan’s shoulder, standing at the doorway scanning around, asking: “Bro, where’s my light of hope sitting? Point her out to me.”

Song Yifan craned his neck, looking everywhere.

“There, over there!” He pointed to the right front, “Your light, your goddess of hope.”

Li Jieyi’s gaze looked over, casually sweeping.

A slender back sat quietly not far away, head lowered, black ponytail hanging on her shoulders.

Xu You focused on looking at her textbook, concentrating fully on reciting poetry, when she suddenly felt someone poke her back.

She turned her head to look, and a head suddenly appeared right in front of her.

Xu You reflexively leaned back, making a “ya” sound.

That soft, gentle exclamation made several male students present laugh.

Some even quietly imitated it a few times.

Song Yifan lay on the desk behind her, grinning shamelessly and saying: “Sister, let’s make a deal, okay?”

“What?” Xu You’s gaze moved up, discovering two more male students standing beside her.

One she didn’t recognize, and one was…

The instant Xie Ci and she made eye contact, Xu You froze for a moment, quickly looking away.

Song Yifan pointed to Li Jieyi beside him and said, “This is my bro. He’ll be sitting next to you later. During the exam, can you let him copy a bit?”

After reacting for two seconds.

Xu You asked blankly, “How do I let him copy? The teacher…”

She had never done this kind of thing before, not a bit of experience.

Song Yifan familiarly patted her shoulder, gesturing for her not to worry, “You don’t need to do anything. Just hold up your paper slightly to let him see some multiple choice questions.”

Li Jieyi looked at the docile, school uniform-wearing, delicate female student in front of him.

In his heart he secretly sighed, no wonder, no wonder.

“Little sister, thanks so much. My living expenses for next month depend entirely on you. After the exam, I’ll treat you to a meal.” Li Jieyi said.

He had already said thank you, so Xu You didn’t know even more how to refuse. After hesitating slightly for a while, she still nodded hesitantly, “Uh, no need to treat me…”

There were still over ten minutes until the exam started. The invigilating teacher was already sitting on the podium at the front counting test papers.

Li Jieyi finished chatting nonsense with Xie Ci and jumped down from the desk. Just as he was about to walk back to his seat, he seemed to remember something and came back to ask: “A’Ci, let me ask you something.”

“Speak.” Xie Ci lazily leaned on the desk reading a basketball magazine.

“Just that.”

Li Jieyi raised one arm and pressed it on his shoulder, asking in a low voice, “Why were you staring at that girl just now? You think she’s good-looking?”

Xie Ci continued looking at the magazine, his face expressionless.

Li Jieyi pushed him again, “Give me an answer?”

“What answer?” He was impatient.

“Do you think she’s pretty?”

After Xie Ci heard this, he looked up and glanced at him, lightly making an “mm” sound, asking: “What do you want to do?”

When Li Jieyi walked back to his seat, he was still thinking in his heart: Good thing he didn’t just tell Xie Ci that he kind of wanted to pursue this type of girl like Xu You.

Because this exam room was very large, there were two teachers sitting one in front and one in back, but they managed things very loosely. After handing out the papers, they sat there and started playing on their phones.

Two and a half hours, the exam ended at eleven o’clock.

The moment the bell rang, there were already very few people left in the exam room. Most people had handed in their papers early and left.

This was Li Jieyi’s first time so seriously completing an 800-character essay in an exam.

After finishing writing, he was exhausted, collapsing on his seat.

Song Yifan came to find him. Seeing his half-dead appearance, he said amusedly: “What’s the matter? Already wilted?”

“Almost.” Li Jieyi swept up the scratch paper on the desk and crumpled it into a ball, leaning over to thank the female student beside him, “Thank you, classmate.”

Xu You was simply organizing the things on her desk. After putting the pencil case into her backpack, she zipped it up.

She stood up and held the water cup from the desk in her arms, nodding, “You’re welcome.”

Then she left.

—

Afternoon was the science comprehensive exam.

Xu You, afraid she wouldn’t have enough scratch paper, specially brought a few sheets of white paper.

After Li Jieyi tasted the ‘care’ of an academic genius in the morning, before the exam he kept talking to Xu You, constantly getting familiar, “Hey classmate, where are you from? How old are you? Why do you look so young? After the exam, how about I treat you to a meal?”

Xu You was lowering her head organizing things, answering intermittently.

Just as she found the notebook in her backpack, her desk was suddenly hit by a force and tilted to one side.

Two male students were tangling and fighting beside her.

The desk body shook violently. The water cup fell over, water flowing from the not-tightly-closed rim, instantly flooding the entire desk. Xu You’s clothes were also soaked.

She got up from her seat, crying out in alarm, hurriedly supporting the cup.

At the same time, Li Jieyi also reacted.

He stood up, impatiently cursing at those two male students: “Fu Yishun, are you sick?”

The male student who bumped into Xu You’s desk wasn’t backing down, cursing back with anger: “So what? I bumped it. You have a problem with that?”

The atmosphere between the two was explosive.

Just then Xie Ci and Song Yifan walked over from behind.

Xie Ci frowned, sizing up Xu You standing to the side. Seeing her sleeves were all wet, he turned his head and asked Li Jieyi: “What happened?”

“Fu Yishun knocked over Xu You’s water cup.”

“It’s fine, it’ll dry in a while.” Xu You wiped the desk with tissue, interrupting them, “You guys quickly go back to your seats. The exam is about to start.”

Xie Ci acted as if he hadn’t heard, pushing Fu Yishun’s shoulder, his chin raised especially arrogantly, “What’s going on? Are you fucking blind?”

The people around didn’t dare say a word, watching the two people in conflict. No one dared step forward to stop them.

In the end, it was the invigilating teacher who came down from the podium, separated the crowd, and said to them: “What are you all doing! Quickly go back to your seats! The exam is about to start!”

Before Fu Yishun left, he glared at them viciously, saying: “Just wait.”

—

Xie Ci switched positions with the person in front of Xu You. As soon as the exam started, he lay down to sleep.

Halfway through the science comprehensive exam, after Xu You finished writing the multiple choice questions and filled in the answer sheet, she put it aside.

Li Jieyi sensibly raised his head and started copying.

Xu You flipped her test paper over and began writing the large questions on the back.

After writing for a while, a ball of paper was suddenly thrown onto her desk. She was startled.

After a few seconds, her back was hit again.

Xu You turned her head. The male student who had knocked over her water cup earlier, sitting diagonally behind, continued throwing paper balls this way.

This time it was a bit off, just hitting the head of the person sleeping.

Xu You pressed her lips together, lowered her head to continue writing the test, ignoring the harassment from behind.

The paper balls kept being thrown.

Xie Ci lifted his head from his arms, turning around.

Xu You lay on the desk, holding her pen writing the science comprehensive exam.

Beside her were scattered a few paper balls.

Her long lashes lowered, her features delicate, shadows covering under her eyes, concealing all emotions.

“—Are you fucking looking to die?”

In the quiet exam room, suddenly a thunderous roar.

The examinees present, including the teachers, turned their heads toward the source of the sound all at once.

Xie Ci had lost his temper, violently pushing away his desk and standing up, randomly grabbing a book, walking to Fu Yishun’s location.

Smack.

One book, the wind lifting the pages rustling and flapping, smashed straight into Fu Yishun’s face.

Everyone was stunned by his fierceness.

Xie Ci kicked Fu Yishun’s desk crooked with one foot, pointing at him and saying: “If you’ve got guts, try throwing one more today. Do you believe I’ll make you eat them all?”

Chapter 11: Are You Okay?
A few seconds of silence.

The sound of a needle dropping to the ground could practically be heard.

After a while, the exam proctor’s hurried, panicked shouting could be heard throughout the entire examination room.

“——Xie Ci, all of you stop right now!”

Xie Ci lost his temper on the spot, scaring silly some people who had no idea what was going on. However, in the eyes of certain female students, that appearance was both handsome and badass.

As the commotion escalated, even the grade dean rushed over, and the two troublemakers were pulled out of the examination room.

The exam proctor closed the door, paced back and forth on patrol, and urged: “Stop looking, stop looking, focus on your exam.”

However, after such an incident, everyone was distracted and had no mind to work on the test papers. Moreover, from outside, the dean’s reprimanding voice could be heard from time to time, faint but audible:

“I’m telling you both, what kind of behavior is fighting in an examination room!”

“And you, Xie Ci, you tell me yourself—which teacher in our school doesn’t know you? You’re such a grown person and you still don’t know how to restrain yourself!”

……

The voices outside disappeared, and the multimedia classroom gradually returned to quiet.

The hand Xu You held her pen with was trembling slightly. She forced herself to calm down, her eyes fixed on the scratch paper without blinking, emptying her mind to calculate the answer to the second-to-last physics problem.

Ball A, potential difference, potential energy, charged particle…

Professional terms and data, one by one, deduced step by step in her mind.

The scratch paper was filled with calculation processes, the black ink pen’s writing spreading across it.

Song Yifan and Li Jieyi had handed in their papers early and left the examination room, off to do who knows what.

The seat in front of her remained empty; Xie Ci never came back.

Not until the bell rang signaling the end of the second exam.

Xu You packed up her things, hugging her schoolbag and preparing to get up and leave.

At the doorway, she hesitated for a moment. Then she turned back and took out the jacket that person had stuffed in the desk drawer.

After eating dinner in the cafeteria, Xu You returned to the dormitory carrying a pile of things.

In the dorm room, only Li Lingfang and Liao Yuemin were discussing test questions; Chen Xiao wasn’t there.

“You’re back, Youyou! How did your afternoon exam go?”

After finishing the comprehensive science exam, everyone’s mood was much more relaxed. Li Lingfang put down her pen and asked Xu You: “Did you finish the test paper? I felt the time was so tight, I didn’t even have time to check my work.”

Liao Yuemin on the side chimed in, comforting her: “In our exam room today, after the test many people were also complaining about not having enough time. Don’t worry, don’t worry.”

Xu You took off her schoolbag and set it aside, nodding at them. “I also wrote very rushed, it’s okay.”

In fact, she had finished the entire test paper with twenty minutes to spare.

She spent all the remaining time spacing out.

After reviewing with her books for a while, Xu You’s mind kept dwelling on the afternoon’s incident.

Her thoughts were inexplicably restless, and she kept getting distracted. She really couldn’t focus anymore, so she took out her pajamas from the wardrobe to take a shower.

After washing up and coming out, she casually grabbed a book from the desk, climbed onto her bed and turned on the lamp, preparing to dry her hair and go to sleep.

Chen Xiao slept in the bed across from Xu You’s. She was still chatting with friends on her phone when she caught a glimpse of Xu You also getting into bed, and remarked in surprise: “A’Chai, why are you going to sleep so early today?”

Xu You knelt on the bed patting her pillow, hummed softly in acknowledgment, and answered: “I’m a bit tired today.”

“What’s wrong? You look like you have something on your mind.”

Chen Xiao thought she was in a bad mood because she did poorly on the exam. She rolled over, propping her chin with her hand and swaying her feet. “It’s just one exam, don’t take it too much to heart.”

“Mm…”

Xu You was still thinking about how to return the jacket to Xie Ci tomorrow when she heard Chen Xiao ask:

“Today in your exam room, did someone get into a fight? It seems like it caused quite a commotion?”

Liao Yuemin, who was soaking her feet below, looked up, though not too surprised: “Ah? Is it true? I think I also heard others mention it just now.”

Chen Xiao’s gossip was always the fastest to know. She nodded and continued excitedly: “It seems like Xie Ci beat up Fu Yishun from our class.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, there must have been some past grievance between them.”

Chen Xiao rolled over again and yawned.

At this moment, Li Lingfang, who hadn’t said much, suddenly spoke up: “Could it be because of Qiu Qingqing…”

“What does it have to do with Qiu Qingqing?” Liao Yuemin didn’t understand.

“Didn’t they say Fu Yishun has liked her for a long time…”

“Didn’t Xie Ci and Qiu Qingqing break up ages ago?”

“Maybe there are lingering feelings?”

“Since ancient times, handsome guys’ hearts can never be held onto.” Li Lingfang couldn’t help but comment.

Chen Xiao, like an emotional expert, began analyzing eloquently: “I think, girls like Qiu Qingqing—so beautiful and with such good grades—might really become the true love of guys like Xie Ci, and then they’ll develop according to the torturous romance novel plot lines, and finally have a happy ending.”

“The problem is,” Liao Yuemin said oddly, “Qiu Qingqing has so many people pursuing her, she doesn’t necessarily think much of Xie Ci. Actually, there are quite a few handsome guys in our grade.”

Chen Xiao laughed through her nose. She looked at Liao Yuemin and asked: “Are you serious?”

No one spoke.

Only Chen Xiao’s voice remained in the dorm room: “According to what my best friend said, Xie Ci’s family is in real estate, and his dad even donated a building to our school…”

…

The roommates’ idle chat continued.

Xu You leaned back against her pillow, silently turning another page of the book in her hands.

The discussion topic by her ears had already shifted from Xie Ci fighting to who his past girlfriends were, how rich his family was—these kinds of gossip tidbits.

Her thoughts drifted somewhat.

Before her eyes appeared Xie Ci’s face, always lazy with a mischievously bad smile, and she also recalled things she’d heard from others.

Sigh…

This person…

—

The two days of monthly exams flew by in a flash.

After that comprehensive science exam, neither Fu Yishun nor Xie Ci appeared again.

The final English exam in the afternoon.

Before the exam started, Xu You took out her eraser and 2B pencils one by one and arranged them on the desk.

Li Jieyi sat beside her, restless, and struck up a conversation with her again: “Little sister, I’m still counting on you for this last exam.”

Xu You glanced at him and nodded.

Seeing Xu You nod, he seemed somewhat impatient, practically leaning over: “Hey, after the exam I’ll treat you to a meal, sister! I really owe you this time!”

Xu You calmly moved aside a bit and waved her hand. “No need.”

She thought for a moment, then still asked: “Do you know where Xie Ci went? Why isn’t he taking the exam?”

Li Jieyi’s right hand played with his phone. Hearing this, he made a sound of acknowledgment and answered nonchalantly: “Probably doesn’t want to take it.”

“Then he… is he okay?” Xu You’s voice was soft.

Li Jieyi raised an eyebrow, his eyes looking at her. “What could happen to him?”

Xu You was taken aback at these words, sat up straight, and shook her head.

Li Jieyi asked the same question again.

Xu You heard his laugh carrying some implication: “No matter who has problems, it won’t be A’Ci’s turn to have problems.”

This English test paper was surprisingly simple.

Xu You finished the entire test in less than an hour. After handing in her paper and leaving the exam room, there were still very few people on campus.

She wandered around for a while, then returned to the classroom.

There were only a few people in the classroom.

Including her, only four people.

Xu You sat down at her seat and organized and categorized the test papers from the two days of exams.

After finishing the organizing, she felt a bit thirsty and picked up the water cup on her desk.

For some reason, the cup lid was particularly tight this time. She tried two or three times, but it always got stuck and wouldn’t unscrew.

Xu You bit her lower lip, her fair oval face scrunched up. She placed her hands at her chest, bent over and prepared to try once more.

Suddenly she sensed someone standing beside her.

Before she could react, the water cup in her hands was snatched from above her head.

Xu You turned her head and saw Xie Ci leaning against the desk behind her.

He smiled lazily, and with a forceful twist of his hand, unscrewed the water cup.

She was completely dazed, stammering out a thank you.

Xie Ci’s lips curved into a smile as he set the water cup aside. He bent down with his head tilted, his hand propping against the chair, leaning forward slightly to scrutinize her eyes: “Li Jieyi told me you were very concerned about me?”

Chapter 12: Dropped
“What?” Xie Ci seemed about to continue saying something.

Someone called from the classroom doorway: “Brother Ci, everyone’s waiting for you, hurry up.”

Seeing that he had business, Xu You instantly felt relieved and quietly turned away.

Suddenly she remembered something.

She turned her head and called out to the person about to leave, somewhat hesitant: “Um, your jacket is with me.”

“What?” He looked as if he hadn’t heard, turning his head sideways to look at her.

“You left your clothes in the exam room, I brought them back for you.” Xu You explained good-naturedly, lowering her head and reaching into the drawer, fumbling to take out the jacket.

The person waiting outside saw that Xie Ci was still dawdling and couldn’t help but poke his head in and shout into the classroom again: “A’Ci, you can flirt with girls when you come back, hurry up.”

This was the first time she had actively spoken to him.

Xie Ci looked at her earnest appearance and suddenly laughed, realizing: “You secretly kept my clothes for yourself?”

Xu You handed over the black sports jacket, looking at him silently, not bothering with those teasing words.

Her hands were very white, set off especially clean and translucent by the black color, with faint fine blue veins barely visible on the backs of her hands.

“If you don’t take your clothes, I’m going to throw them on the ground.” Xu You frowned, looking at the person who showed no movement.

However, her soft gentle voice sounded completely non-threatening.

He slowly and leisurely took the clothes.

With his usual laziness, carrying a bit of frivolous roguish tone: “Heh, you have quite the temper.”

The very-tempered Xu You ignored his teasing and turned around.

—

The bell rang for the last exam, and the campus gradually came back to life. The corridors were filled with students going up and down, filled with noisy clamor.

Before long, classmates from the class all returned to the classroom with their test papers, gathering in twos and threes to compare answers.

“Ugh, so annoying, the English exam is finally over.” Someone nearby complained impatiently.

Another said: “Don’t worry, Brother Ji, you’re always the worst one.”

Then came a bout of chasing and horseplay. The stools and desks were knocked askew everywhere.

Zheng Xiaolin in front was using Xu You’s English test paper to compare answers. Halfway through she became very dejected, sighing and pouting: “Oh my god, so many of my reading comprehension answers are different from yours.”

Xu You was amused by her sad expression. She took back the test paper and put it away, comforting her: “It’s okay, I guessed randomly on many questions.”

Generally, top students are all this modest and unassuming.

So Zheng Xiaolin didn’t believe her at all, still feeling heavy-hearted: “I was still writing the essay in the exam room when I saw you hand in your paper early.”

“Oh wow, little cutie, you actually handed in your paper early?” Fu Xueli was sucking on bubble tea from who knows where, flipping through a magazine while talking to Xu You. After turning a page, she yawned again.

For some reason today she seemed somewhat listless, quite different from her usual energetic appearance.

Xu You was a bit worried and touched her deskmate’s forehead, asking: “Are you not feeling well?”

“No, I’m not.” Fu Xueli amusedly pulled down Xu You’s hand. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

After just a few words, the homeroom teacher entered through the classroom door and walked to the podium.

She said nothing, but the classroom gradually quieted down, with everyone returning to their seats.

“This monthly exam is finished. You should have a sense of what level you’re at.”

Xu Huiru placed both hands on the podium, her gaze sweeping around the room below. “The results will be out tomorrow. I plan to change your seating arrangements next week. Anyone interested can find me privately.”

Below, as expected, there was a chorus of sighs.

“Teacher, why are the results coming out so quickly this time?” Someone asked loudly.

Various parts of the class began whispering again.

Xie Ci had switched seats with Song Yifan and was now sitting directly behind Xu You, watching as she lowered her head searching for something for a long time.

Absentmindedly observing her back.

Fu Xueli leaned over, curiously asking: “Little cutie, what are you doing?”

“I’m looking for my keys.” Xu You crouched down and took out all the books from the drawer to look through them. Nothing.

She then unzipped her schoolbag and rummaged around inside for a long time.

Fu Xueli helped her check if they were on the desk surface, asking as she searched: “When did you lose them?”

“I don’t know.” Xu You was still lowering her head searching randomly.

Song Yifan joined in the excitement, leaning on the desk watching them. “What’s wrong, what’s wrong, what happened?”

Xu You turned her seat upside down but still couldn’t find them. She couldn’t help but say dejectedly: “My keys dropped.”

“If they dropped, just pick them up.” Song Yifan answered offhandedly.

“But they dropped.” Xu You was confused for a moment. “How do I pick them up?”

Song Yifan said matter-of-factly: “Use your hands to pick them up.”

“But the keys dropped, they dropped.” Xu You didn’t understand why he didn’t get it.

Fu Xueli on the side suddenly understood and said: “Xu You, you mean your keys are lost, right?”

“Yes.” Xu You turned her face, looking blank: “What’s wrong?”

“Oh my goodness.” Song Yifan laughed out loud. “So where you’re from, ‘dropped’ and ‘lost’ mean the same thing?”

Xu You sat back in her seat, not wanting to deal with him.

At this moment she had no mind to care about differences between northern and southern dialect. She thought over and over in her mind, where could the keys have gone?

They were clearly in her schoolbag… she remembered.

And then…

Oh! Right.

Xu You’s eyes lit up. She turned around, placing both hands on the edge of the desk, and asked: “Do you have my keys in your clothes? Did I accidentally give them to you just now?”

Xie Ci leaned forward slightly, raised his eyebrows, and said in a low voice: “Guess?”

“I won’t guess.” Xu You refused immediately, saying: “Give me back my keys.”

Xie Ci laughed once. “You want me to return them so I’ll return them?”

His lazy tone, roguish. His manner extremely asking for a beating.

On the side, Song Yifan, who could be said to be very tactless, interjected: “Oh come on, A’Ci, you see the little girl has been anxious for so long, just give them back to her. Are you a real man or not?”

“What’s it to you?” Xie Ci’s voice was flat, asking him back.

Xu You thought he really wasn’t planning to return them to her. She couldn’t help but grow anxious, spreading out her pale white palm: “Xie Ci, hurry up and give me my keys.”

Xie Ci rested one hand on the desk twirling his pen, observing her for several seconds.

His skin was very fair, his pupils dark and bright. Clearly he had good looks, yet he always acted improperly. Xie Ci tilted his head, saying teasingly: “Call me ‘older brother’ and I’ll return them to you.”

Song Yifan: ……

Holy crap, are you freaking perverted? What era is this and you’re still playing the brother-sister game?

When Xu You heard these words, with her thin face, she immediately flushed bright red.

“Will you call me or not? I’m giving you three seconds.” He was utterly shameless, beginning to count down.

“——3”

“——2”

“——1”

Xu You didn’t react in time. Afraid that he really wouldn’t give them to her, in her urgency, she blurted out: “Older brother.”

He seemed to freeze for a moment.

Several people all fell silent for a few seconds.

Xie Ci was the first to laugh out loud. His tongue pressed against his teeth, circling once, his voice low and husky as he said: “Xu You, why are you so coquettish?”

Chapter 13: Fleeing in Panic
“You’re really just too easy to bully.”

Wednesday afternoon after school, Xu You and Fu Xueli stayed behind for classroom duty.

One by one, people gradually left the classroom empty. The dim yellow light of the setting sun’s afterglow enveloped the entire campus.

“Xu You.” Fu Xueli covered her mouth and nose with one hand while wiping the blackboard, calling Xu You’s name.

She was turning the stools upside down onto the desks one by one, holding a broom in her hand. Hearing this, she made a sound of acknowledgment.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m telling you, when dealing with people like Xie Ci, you need to be more assertive.”

Fu Xueli tossed the eraser onto the podium and dusted off her hands. “Next time he teases you, just slap him. Make him know what power means.”

Xu You continued sweeping with her head down, seriously pulling various bits of trash out from the corners. Listening to Fu Xueli’s endless chatter.

“But from what I know, in the entire grade, there should be quite a few underclassmen too.”

She poked open a bottle of yogurt and put it to her mouth to sip. “It seems like quite a lot of people secretly have crushes on Xie Ci. People are always coming to our class asking for his contact information.”

“Mm…” Xu You caught sight of someone outside the window with her peripheral vision.

Fu Xueli continued talking, rambling on nonstop: “So he changes girlfriends quite frequently and quickly, but each one is just for fun.”

Xu You finished sweeping and scooped the trash into the trash can. She wiped the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand and looked back somewhat puzzled: “Xueli… why… are you telling me all this?”

“Huh?”

After hesitating for a long time, Fu Xueli walked over, hands propped on her knees, looking at Xu You from the side. “I think Xie Ci might like you a little.”

“………..”

“It’s true. I’ve hung out with him for so long, and this is the first time I’ve seen him be so patient in teasing a girl. Plus, the more I think about it now, the more something feels off. Song Yifan told me that when someone harassed you in the exam room, Xie Ci got angry right on the spot.”

Xu You hurriedly interrupted her, her face turning bright red. “Don’t say anymore, you’ve misunderstood, really…”

She backed up two steps, picked up the trash can, and fled in panic.

“I’m going downstairs to dump the trash.”

—

Fu Xueli sat on the desk with nothing to do, swinging her two slender white legs, drinking yogurt and playing on her phone while waiting for Xu You to return.

After a few minutes, she grew impatient waiting. She jumped down from the desk and ran to the classroom door, preparing to take a look.

Before she could rush out of the classroom, just reaching the doorway, Fu Xueli held onto the door frame, her figure pausing.

Xu Xingchun was holding his schoolbag in his hand, leaning against the wall outside, his expression bland as he looked at her.

“You… what are you doing here?”

He remained silent, not speaking.

Fu Xueli bit her lip, muttering a few words quietly.

Xu Xingchun silently watched her small movements. After a long while, he finally spoke: “You want to break up with me?”

“Y-yes.” Every time Fu Xueli saw him like this, she lost her confidence. She stammered for a bit, but still mustered up the courage to say: “Is there a problem!”

She had already begun to tire of this kind of controlled life, from middle school until now.

Xu Xingchun was her deskmate in seventh grade. At first, she always liked asking him to help get water for her. During class when she’d fidget around, she also liked having him watch if the teacher was coming. Later, knowing his grades were good, she directly made him pass answers during exams, and had him write her homework too.

In eighth grade, the two were still in the same class. She bullied him as always, and Xu Xingchun continued to silently endure it.

But for some reason, in ninth grade he confessed out of the blue, and the two got together in a muddle.

After they started dating, Fu Xueli learned that Xu Xingchun was far from as easy to bully as he seemed. In others’ eyes he was a top ten excellent class monitor, but actually his personality was repressed and stuffy, with an especially strong possessiveness.

He managed her like managing a daughter.

After starting high school, the level of busyness couldn’t compare to middle school. Xu Xingchun didn’t have that much energy, but what remained unchanged was that he still liked to manage her, even interfering to the point of what friends she made.

For someone like Fu Xueli, naturally carefree and unrestrained, loving freedom—this beautiful young girl—although she liked handsome guys, she really didn’t want to hang herself on one tree…

She was still reminiscing about the past when Xu Xingchun had already walked right up to her.

“Fu Xueli.” He always liked to call her name with both given and family name.

The person being called felt a thump in her heart.

There were heavy shadows under his eyes; he clearly hadn’t slept well for many days.

Xu Xingchun paused for a moment, suppressing his voice, saying lowly: “No breaking up. I don’t agree.”

In his usually calm eyes flowed suppressed, complex emotions.

The wording was too forceful, easily provoking the rebellious heart of the young girl who refused to admit defeat.

“Why should I? You’re so selfish.” Fu Xueli countered without courtesy.

After shouting, she realized the two were too close. She wanted to back away, but he grabbed her in one motion.

“Right, I’m just that selfish.”

“………”

Xu Xingchun was impatient to continue this nonsense with her. He lowered his head, closed his eyes, and directly blocked those chattering red lips.

He kept plundering, wetly biting her, their exhaled breaths tangling together.

Yes, he was selfish.

He just couldn’t stand her getting close to others for the sake of having fun. These emotions that he didn’t have for other people—but she invested so much energy that made him too jealous. Since childhood, he’d never been able to stand her smiling at others.

Watching her carefree appearance.

Xu Xingchun really wanted to tear out his heart and show it to her.

—

At dusk, the ground that had been scorched by the sun all day began to radiate heat.

Golden sunset glow was scattered everywhere across the No. 1 High School campus. In the distance were some boys who had finished playing basketball, walking out the school gate in twos and threes.

Xu You sat on the stairs, her chin resting on her knees, her hair hanging down to the bend of her legs, staring vacantly straight ahead.

In her head she kept replaying that scene she had accidentally seen just now…

She had only looked once before fleeing in panic. As if she had accidentally glimpsed some huge secret.

The class monitor actually…

Actually kissing Xueli.

—

The hot wind in the dusk carried the scent of gardenias, blowing the leaves with a rustling sound.

Xu You was still sitting on the steps in a daze when the sunset glow before her eyes was blocked by a dark shadow.

From above her head came a familiar voice:

“Are you sitting here admiring the scenery?”

Xie Ci was wearing a sleeveless white basketball jersey, his right arm holding a basketball, looking down at her.

He had just finished playing ball. His short black hair was soaked, his pitch-black pupils frighteningly bright.

Xu You didn’t respond to him, lowering her head again, focusing on looking at the ground.

Xie Ci smiled.

He tossed the basketball to the people waiting in the distance, tilted his head, signaling them to go ahead.

Those buddies over there saw that Xie Ci seemed to have a situation and tactfully made a gesture.

The basketball hit the ground, thump thump thump.

The footsteps in the distance, the laughing and talking of the crowd gradually faded away.

Xie Ci slightly moved his neck, crouched down, his elbow bent and resting on his knee, looking up at her face.

Xu You sat on the steps, a bit higher than him.

“Tsk, still mad at me? It was just making you call me older brother once, wasn’t it?”

After saying it himself, he couldn’t help but laugh.

Xu You lifted her eyelids, glaring at him in what she thought was a threatening manner.

After glaring, still not satisfied, she huffily rolled her eyes at him again, twisting her head to the side, not saying a word.

A smile played at the corner of Xie Ci’s mouth. He extended one finger, brushing it across her chin, asking: “Are you a little mute?”

His fingertip traced across a patch of tender white skin, with a tingling sensation.

Xu You instinctively dodged his hand, and in her urgency pushed him.

Clearly she hadn’t used much force, but somehow he went along with it and fell backward, his hand still gripping her arm.

A moment of spinning and turning.

The two both tumbled to the ground. Xu You was pulled into his embrace, their position with her lying on top of him.

Having just finished exercising, Xie Ci’s body had a slight smell of sweat, his skin still radiating heat. Xu You’s nose bumped into his shoulder.

He lay sprawled on the ground, looking up at her so close at hand, his lips curving.

Xu You struggled to get up, but was held in place at the waist by Xie Ci’s single hand, thrashing about continuously.

“What are you doing! Pervert.” Xu You bit her lip, her cheeks flushed, bright crystalline moisture in her eyes from embarrassment and anger.

The sensation in his arms was warm and soft. With a clean, light jasmine fragrance.

He blew at the stray hair falling by Xu You’s cheek, leaning slightly closer to her ear, laughing lowly: “You.”

Chapter 14: Grades
Xu You didn’t understand his suggestive words. She scrambled up in a fluster. When she swung her leg down, it was deliberately tripped again by his bent knee, and she nearly toppled over.

She barely managed to brace her hands on the ground, steadying herself, her palms sticky with some sweat.

Xu You was so angry her cheeks flushed red, her cheekbones burning hot, half-kneeling on the cement ground glaring at him.

The person lying on the ground was in no hurry to get up either, slowly propping up half his body, face to face with her.

Brushed by the evening breeze, his mood suddenly became exceptionally good.

“What, you seem very dissatisfied with your lifesaver?” He lifted his eyelids, the corner of his mouth carrying a smile.

Xu You was still angry, instinctively kicking at him with her foot. “What kind of lifesaver are you?”

This kick landed directly on the big boss. After she realized what she’d done…

Both were briefly silent.

Seeing that he kept not speaking, she felt a bit guilty and couldn’t help but ask quietly: “Does it… hurt a lot?”

Xie Ci couldn’t hold it in, a smile hanging at his lips as he replied softly: “It hurts.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Xie Ci said improperly, lazily: “Didn’t expect you quite like using campus violence on your classmates.”

“You deserved it.”

Xu You’s big bright eyes looked at him. In her heart she felt she’d finally vented, and said in a self-destructive manner: “It’s all because you keep bullying me.”

She was too innocent, not knowing how ambiguous the word “bullying” could be.

The distant horizon was dyed into a warm dim yellow, the air carrying a bit of summer flower fragrance.

Xie Ci’s Adam’s apple moved slightly up and down, a feeling of itchiness in his heart. He said lowly, vaguely: “You haven’t seen what real ‘bullying’ is, have you.”

After saying this, he made a sound of acknowledgment, slightly lifting his chin, looking at Xu You with a smile that wasn’t quite a smile: “With that appearance of yours, are you trying to seduce me?”

Xu You was stunned at first, then belatedly, following his gaze, suddenly looked down.

Her short-sleeved shirt’s collar was already somewhat loose to begin with, and during the tussling and pulling with him just now, it had slipped down a bit more.

On her round, fair shoulder was a thin blue bra strap.

“You, you pervert!” Xu You’s mind went blank.

Both ashamed and angry, she reached out and pinched him, then quickly scrambled up to cover her clothes properly and backed away several steps.

Xie Ci watched her fleeing back, pulled up the corner of his lips, and hissed.

Heart-piercingly sweet.

—

The next day was Thursday. After the third class in the morning, the atmosphere in the classroom was unusually oppressive.

Because the fourth class was math class, which was also the homeroom teacher’s class.

Besides announcing grades, they would also change seats.

During the break, quite a few students, unable to contain their anxiety, had already run to the office to secretly check their grades.

Zheng Xiaolin, who sat in front of Xu You, was one of them.

The seat in front was empty. The people around were all lying on their desks sleeping.

Only Xu You, organizing her notes while nibbling on a small apple.

The ten-minute break flew by in a flash. Before the class bell rang, students who had checked their grades came running back one after another.

They were like triumphant heroes—as soon as they reached the classroom, a circle of people surrounded them asking questions.

“Did you see my grade?”

“What rank did you get?”

“Did you see? Did you see?”

“How was it? Did you check for me? What’s my score?!”

…..

Zheng Xiaolin came back to her seat out of breath. From the looks of it, she did well, in a very good mood.

With a face full of joy, she was just about to turn her head to say something when the homeroom teacher pushed open the door and entered.

Xu You looked up and put away the half-eaten apple.

She made a small gesture, pushing the person beside her, saying quietly: “Stop sleeping, the teacher’s here.”

Xu Huiru walked toward the podium, her gaze sweeping around the classroom, a grade sheet in her hand.

She cleared her throat, then spoke: “Everyone quiet down. Today I have something to tell you.”

Below was complete silence.

You could hear a pin drop.

“The monthly exam results are out.” As she spoke, she looked at the sheet again. “I know some of you don’t care about grades. This time I’ll especially commend—we have seven students from our class who made it into the top 100 of the grade.”

At these words, there was an uproar below.

The grade had nearly 30 classes, several honor classes, not including the Sunshine Class and Rocket Class.

For regular classes, if two or three students made it into the top hundred, the teacher’s face would already shine with glory.

No one expected that this time, Class 9—the most unruly of the regular classes—would get such a good start on their first monthly exam.

The students in class listened casually, the group in the back even more bored.

Song Yifan boredly twirled his pen, chatting with Xie Ci: “A’Ci, should we skip PE class this afternoon?”

“To do what?”

“Go play pool. Haven’t played in a long time.”

“Not going.” A very flat voice.

Song Yifan put his arm around Xie Ci’s shoulder, leaning close to say: “Brother Ci, how come you’re starting to become so ascetic? Come on.”

“Get lost.”

Song Yifan, getting nowhere, turned toward Xu Xiaocheng across the aisle: “Brother Cheng, coming out to play this afternoon?”

Xu Xiaocheng was playing on his phone, no time to deal with him, answering offhandedly: “Played too much with my girlfriend last night, no energy.”

“Hey, you.” Song Yifan pursed his lips, just about to insult him a couple times.

Xu Huiru’s gaze looked over, loudly scolding: “Song Yifan, you’re still talking! Look at what you scored on the exam!”

Song Yifan, being called out, shrank his shoulders and made a pitiful face: “Teacher, you can’t stop me from talking just because I did badly on the exam.”

Some people in class were amused into laughter.

Xu Huiru glared. “You scored at the bottom of the grade and you’re still grinning at me.”

Song Yifan touched his nose.

The voice from the podium continued.

“Can’t you learn more from the student sitting in front of you? Studying in the same place, you get last place while others get first in the grade!”

Xu You, who’d been called out, paused the hand that was writing.

A collective gasp of breath-sucking sounds throughout the class.

Many people turned their heads in disbelief, looking toward the new student sitting in the back row.

Their gazes all became different.

Good heavens, this transfer student is really something—coming in and immediately surpassing Xu Xingchun, the perennial first place holder.

Those with the surname Xu—do they all naturally have the genius halo…

You have to know, the reason Class 9 had prestige—besides having many rich second-generation kids—there was another reason: the grade’s first place was in this class.

Xu Xingchun’s position on the rankings was basically unshakable. From middle school through high school, he’d always held first place.

Quite a few people had wondered why he didn’t go to the Rocket Class but insisted on staying in Class 9.

No one expected that this time, quietly and without fanfare, he’d been overtaken by a girl.

“I’m going to read out these seven people’s names now. For everyone else’s rankings, I’ll have the class monitor post them in the back later for you to check yourselves.”

The discussion in class grew louder. Xu Huiru signaled for them to be quiet. She paused, then continued:

“Xu You, first in class, first in grade, total score 678.”

“Xu Xingchun, second in class, second in grade, total score 677.”

“Chen Chunlin, third in class, 32nd in grade, total score 645.”

“Xiang Fei, fourth in class, 67th in grade, total score 633.”

“………..”

The air conditioning in the classroom operated, blowing out wisps of cold air.

Xu You had a bit of a cold. She coughed lowly a few times, continuing to grip her pen and continue doing homework.

She showed no expression, as if the person who got first place wasn’t herself, or as if she was already used to it.

After calculating the last problem in the exercise book, Xu You stopped writing.

She sniffled, lowering her head to look for tissue in the drawer.

The ballpoint pen was jostled twice and rolled from the desk to the floor.

Xu You turned and bent down to pick up the pen.

The moment she looked up, she met Xie Ci’s eyes.

He was chewing gum in his mouth.

Both were momentarily stunned.

On the podium, Xu Huiru said:

“Everyone pack up your things. After PE class this afternoon, come back and change seats.”

Chapter 15: Holy Shit
After eating lunch in the cafeteria at noon, they returned to the dorm.

Xu You simply took a shower and came out changed into pajamas.

Liao Yuemin had been doing homework, but seeing Xu You, suddenly said: “Xu You, did you see the monthly exam rankings? You’re first in the grade.”

Xu You’s movements paused. She nodded but didn’t respond.

“Is it really Xu You?” Li Lingfang had just finished using the bathroom and was washing her hands. She also turned around in disbelief.

She was in the Sunshine Class. Not long after the grades came out this morning, classmates everywhere were discussing how this time the grade’s first place was a girl from Class 9. Crushing all the top students, with the terrifying high score of 678, directly landing in first place.

Everyone was sighing that truly, Class 9 has always produced academic gods.

“It’s Xu You.” Liao Yuemin confirmed. After school, she had specially run to check the score rankings.

Xu You silently listened to her roommates talking, pulling open a drawer to find a strip of anti-inflammatory medicine, popping out two pills into her palm.

The discussion by her ears continued.

“So amazing, scoring so high, it’s simply outrageous.”

“Right? 680 points is too scary.”

Chen Xiao turned to ask Liao Yuemin: “Hey, who got first in our class this time?”

“Don’t know, probably still Zhang Keke.”

“Oh… right, right, is there going to be a sports meet after the monthly exam?”

“According to people in the PE class, it should be soon…”

Xu You gripped the glass cup, poured water into her mouth, and swallowed the pills.

After taking the cold medicine, she slowly climbed onto bed for an afternoon nap.

—

The first class in the afternoon was PE. The PE committee member had the whole class go directly to the sports field to assemble.

Just past noon, the sunlight was still intense, cicada sounds hidden noisily under the tree shade.

The surrounding air was stifling hot, yet Xu You’s whole body was breaking out in cold sweat, her face pale.

The队伍 lined up in four rows according to height—two rows of girls, two rows of boys.

The PE teacher took attendance at the front, asking the PE committee member: “What’s going on with your class? So few people?”

Ma Zhiwei shouted: “Some of the boys went to get equipment.”

The PE teacher nodded, no longer pursuing it, casually assigning today’s tasks.

After dismissing on the spot, Xu You asked the teacher for leave and returned to the classroom to rest.

She walked back to the classroom, passing through the corridor. Many classes had already started.

The sunlight outside was cut by tree leaves into many fine threads, blindingly bright.

Xu You entered the classroom through the back door.

Just as she pushed open the door, she froze.

Inside was a group of people playing poker.

There were both boys and girls, several of them. At a glance they were all strangers; she didn’t recognize any of them.

Cool air mixed with a bit of cigarette smoke rushed at her, irritating Xu You into sneezing.

“Are you coming in or not? Close the door, it’s so hot.” A long-haired girl shouted at Xu You.

Her voice was very impatient.

Xu You was just about to close the door for them when suddenly a delighted male voice rang out:

“——Oh wow, my little sister! My benefactor!! Don’t leave, don’t leave.”

His voice was too loud; Xu You couldn’t ignore it even if she wanted to.

Li Jieyi quickly caught up, pulling the departing Xu You into the classroom.

The other few people also reacted at this moment. Xie Ci threw down his cards, wanting to stand up.

Xu You struggled hard to break free, looking up to ask: “What’s wrong? Let me go first.”

She felt many people looking this way, very uncomfortable.

Li Jieyi rubbed his hands with a grin, chuckling twice, saying: “Thanks to your great blessing, I scored over 500 points this time!”

“Mm…”

Xu You, seeing she couldn’t leave, lowered her head, wanting to go around him back to her own seat.

“Hey, hey, hey.” Li Jieyi turned around, eagerly calling to her back: “Let me treat you to a meal sometime!”

Under the gaze of a group of strangers, Xu You felt very embarrassed.

But she had taken cold medicine, and her head was still dizzy and foggy at the moment, with no energy to think about anything else.

Chen Jing leaned back, watching the girl who walked to her seat, sizing her up a few times, asking Song Yifan: “Who’s that?”

“First in the grade.”

He was shuffling cards, answering offhandedly.

“She is my hero.” Li Jieyi said gleefully.

Someone rolled their eyes. “Brother Yi, with our level of English, wouldn’t it be better to just speak plain Chinese?”

—

The group in the back soon started up again, laughing and playing around, making people’s heads hurt from the noise.

Xu You took out her exercise book. After writing a few problems, she couldn’t continue anymore.

In the classroom, four ceiling fans kept rotating, and the standing large air conditioner was also operating, blowing out cold air.

Xu You covered her mouth, sneezing several small sneezes in succession.

Her nose also seemed blocked up, breathing not very smooth.

Her head hurt too. Before long she became dazed, lying down on the desk, gradually falling asleep amidst the noisy sounds.

“Zhang Tianyu.” Xie Ci leaned his back against the wall, lazily calling the name of the boy next to him.

Zhang Tianyu’s card-playing motion paused. He turned his head to ask: “What’s up, Brother Ci?”

“Put out the cigarette.”

Zhang Tianyu: ……..

The mouthful of smoke he hadn’t yet exhaled, he forcibly held back.

Before everyone could react, they saw Xie Ci get up from his seat, go to the back of Group 1, and with a snap, pressed a switch.

Xu You, sleeping in a daze, hazily felt the electric fan above her head slowly stop.

—

When she was woken up, everyone in the classroom was noisily packing up their things.

Xu You lifted her face from the crook of her arm, rubbing her eyes.

Fu Xueli’s face was close at hand. She blinked her eyelashes, saying quietly: “Little cutie, we’re changing seats, pack your things.”

Xu You looked up and discovered everyone’s names were written on the blackboard.

This was the first time she’d seen such a novel way of arranging seats.

Finding her own name: Group 1, fourth row, outside position.

Xu You packed her water bottle and small notebook into her schoolbag. While looking up at the blackboard searching for Fu Xueli’s position.

“Xueli, where are you sitting?” Xu You searched for a long time without finding it.

“In front of you.” Fu Xueli made a sound of acknowledgment. “Group 1, third row.”

Xu You looked carefully again.

She discovered that the line above her name clearly read:

Xu Xingchun Fu Xueli

“You’re sitting together with the class monitor?” Xu You was somewhat surprised, turning to ask.

“Mm…” Fu Xueli answered very perfunctorily, a bit sullen. “Sigh, don’t know what the teacher was thinking.”

Xu You knew their relationship was unusual. She paused, but still said nothing. Quietly packing up her own things.

Before long, most people had finished changing seats.

Xu You moved her books to Group 1. Her new deskmate was a boy wearing glasses who looked very honest.

“Hey, top student hello, I’m Yang Kang.” That boy was very enthusiastic, helping Xu You move books onto the desk.

Sweat beaded at the tip of Xu You’s nose. She nodded. “Hello.”

The two had just exchanged a few words.

The transparent glass window beside Yang Kang was forcefully pulled open.

Xu You looked up. Yang Kang turned his head.

Xie Ci propped one hand on the windowsill, glancing at Yang Kang and saying: “Buddy, switch seats.”

—

Yang Kang was an honest person, didn’t dare provoke a school tyrant like Xie Ci. Without a second word, he packed up his things and swiftly left.

The desk beside her was forcibly cleared.

Xu You harbored sullen anger in her heart, hands resting on the desk, head lowered doing homework.

The person beside her stood there, and she just wouldn’t stand up to let him in.

Xie Ci had the patience to wait her out, from time to time bumping her desk with his knee: “Move over a bit. Do you want me sitting in the hallway during class, classmate?”

“Switch back with someone else.” Xu You looked up, attempting to reason with him.

“I won’t.”

“Then I won’t either.”

“You won’t what?”

“Won’t let you in.”

The two went on with this nonsense for quite a while. In the end, even Xie Ci was amused into laughter, too lazy to keep going in circles with her.

He went out through the classroom door, walking to outside the window.

Under Xu You’s shocked gaze, Xie Ci gripped the window frame, exerted force, and jumped directly in through the window.

“Are you a bandit?! So unreasonable!”

Xie Ci pulled out the chair and sat down, actually even made a sound of acknowledgment, asking her back: “What reasoning?”

“You, you, you—what exactly do you want to do?” After holding it in for so long, Xu You could only come out with this one sentence.

You’re asking what I want to do?

Xie Ci looked down, elbow resting on his knee, leaning forward close to Xu You’s neck: “Don’t you know what the hell I want to do?”

She didn’t make a sound, backing away a bit to create distance.

His gaze slid from her eyes down to her nose bridge, then stopped at her petal-like lips.

Xu You felt something wasn’t right, didn’t want to talk anymore, hurriedly turning her head away.

But his voice by her ear continued.

“I want to fuck you.”

Xu You: ……

“Holy shit.”

“Chase you.”

“I’m sorry…”

Chapter 16: Playing with Flirtation
Xu You froze for a few seconds, then her face flushed red as she cursed: “Psycho.”

She didn’t realize that her angry expression was actually quite cute, with puffed cheeks as she muttered and mumbled to herself.

“Are you embarrassed?” He leaned in, tilting his head to study her expression.

Being stared at made her uncomfortable, and she said sulkily: “Get lost.”

“Hmm?”

“You’re so annoying.”

Xu You pressed her lips tightly together, struggling to maintain her composure.

Xie Ci propped his head up with one hand, his lowered voice full of teasing amusement, “If you’re going to curse, speak louder. I can’t hear you clearly.”

Xu You threw down the pen in her hand, took a deep breath, and calmed herself for two or three seconds.

Forget it, just endure it.

Before long, the chemistry teacher walked into the classroom, holding exam papers in his hand.

He arrived at the podium, surveyed the classroom in a full circle, and his first words were: “Who is Xu You? Stand up so I can see.”

Being called out by name, Xu You braced her hands on the desk and stood up.

“You’re Xu You?” Teacher He asked with a beaming smile.

Xu You nodded.

“Young lady, you’re quite impressive.”

This kind of straightforward praise in public made Xu You blush slightly, lowering her head hesitantly, unable to speak.

Teacher He had also heard various subject teachers discussing this in the office. The first place in the grade this time was a transfer student from Class 9, who scored very high in every subject, especially physics and mathematics, achieving perfect scores in both.

He said a few symbolic words before letting Xu You sit down.

As soon as Xu You sat down, the person beside her who had been playing on his PSP with his head lowered laughed, “Oh my, Scholar Xu.”

“Alright, now everyone take out your test papers, and I’ll briefly go over the wrong questions from this exam.”

The classroom filled with the rustling sound of papers being flipped.

Teacher He stood at the podium, hands clasped behind his back, pacing back and forth, “This time, there are several key difficult points…”

The problem explanations took about twenty minutes, and the class was halfway through. The teacher then told the students to organize the problems on the blackboard into their correction notebooks themselves, and if they didn’t understand, they could discuss with each other or consult him.

Having just changed seats, there was more or less a sense of novelty. As soon as the teacher allowed free discussion, the classroom began to buzz with noisy chatter.

Xu You opened her correction notebook and had just written down two problems when Fu Xueli leaned over to chat with her:

“Little cutie, there’s a sports meet next week, shall I take you out to have fun?”

Seeing the brilliant smile on her face, Xu You hesitated for a moment and said: “Where would we go? The teacher will probably say something…”

“It’s fine.” Fu Xueli was enthusiastic and about to say more.

A cool male voice came from in front, with a hint of impatience:

“Fu Xueli, turn around.”

“Mm…” Fu Xueli’s expression froze there, feeling a bit awkward, especially in public like this.

She got a little angry, whipped around sharply, and said irritably: “What!”

Xu Xingchun’s eyelashes lowered as he did his homework, the expression on his face as indifferent as always, as if he hadn’t heard anything.

His school uniform collar was clean, and his profile looked very quiet.

But the more Fu Xueli looked at him, the angrier she became.

Who knew better than her that although Xu Xingchun looked pure and unworldly on the surface, he was actually a refined scoundrel.

She snatched the pen from his hand and deliberately scribbled two strokes on his test paper, childishly saying: “Big gorilla.”

Xu Xingchun looked down at the two centipede-like black lines drawn on the test paper. He was silent for two seconds.

“Bleh bleh bleh.”

Seeing him not speak, Fu Xueli laughed triumphantly, as if she had succeeded.

She had taken pleasure in bullying him since childhood, and every time she bullied him until he silently endured it, she felt very happy.

“During class, you’re not allowed to talk to others.” Xu Xingchun paused slightly before saying this, then looked away.

His manner was proper and serious.

Fu Xueli hummed lightly, laid her head on the desk and turned to ignore him. Her flowing black hair, with its ends, brushed across the back of his hand.

She was getting tired of hearing this phrase.

Not allowed to talk to this person, not allowed to talk to that person, not allowed to talk to anyone at all…

With his gloomy personality and Fu Xueli being such a little chatterbox.

If she wasn’t allowed to talk to others, then who was she supposed to talk to…

She really didn’t know how she had endured these past few years.

Fu Xueli pouted. If it weren’t for the fact that aside from his rather strong possessiveness, his personality was otherwise impeccable, and his appearance was delicate and handsome—

She wouldn’t be happy to date him at all.

—

“Hey, explain a problem to me.”

Xu You was concentrating intently on solving problems when a casual voice sounded beside her, cynical and quite annoying.

She pretended not to hear, her pen continuing without pause.

Xie Ci slowly put away his PSP and moved his stool a bit closer.

With his long legs, he deliberately squeezed under Xu You’s desk, shaking it repeatedly.

“Are you going to explain or not? Give me an answer.”

Xu You originally didn’t want to pay attention to Xie Ci, but her desk kept shaking along with his rhythm.

And he seemed to enjoy it immensely.

Xu You was jostled so much she couldn’t write, and feeling annoyed, she lowered her head preparing to step on his foot.

Unexpectedly, Xie Ci’s reaction was even faster. With quick eyes and quick hands, he reached out and grabbed her ankle in one motion.

She was wearing loose, dark blue school uniform pants, revealing just a little bit of her fair, delicate ankle bone, dazzlingly clean.

His fingertips unconsciously caressed it.

“Hey, you—you let go of me, I’ll explain it to you!!” Xu You panicked, not quite maintaining her body balance either, bending slightly to pull at his hand.

He was strong—how could a weakling like her compare?

Xie Ci lowered his head slightly, his tongue tip licking his teeth, then looked up to ask her: “Are you still going to mess with me or not?”

The classroom was chaotic and noisy, and no one noticed the commotion here.

She furrowed her brows, taking deep breaths forcefully, and after a long while managed to choke out: “It was clearly you—”

“Hmm?” He raised an eyebrow, circling her ankle with just one hand, fixing it in place, his five fingers tightening slightly.

This silent threat left Xu You completely speechless.

She was nearly driven to tears by this unreasonable rogue, and with her foot still held in Xie Ci’s hand, she felt humiliated to the extreme.

“I won’t mess around anymore.”

“Will you explain the problem to me or not?” He pressed his advantage.

Xu You forcibly suppressed the urge to slap the book onto his face, saying word by word: “You. Let. Go. First.”

“I’ll let go if you explain it to me.”

Actually, he just wanted to keep playing around with her right now, and didn’t want to let go at all.

After dawdling for a long time, Xu You really couldn’t stand it anymore and reached out her arm to grab his test paper and bring it over.

“I’ll explain it to you! Which problem? After I finish explaining, you’d better stop bothering me.”

Hearing this, Xie Ci laughed.

—

Song Yifan and Meng Xingze were sitting in the second row, diagonally behind Xu You.

Others couldn’t see, but these two brothers could see perfectly clearly.

After watching for a while, Meng Xingze made a sound of amusement and laughed: “Tsk tsk tsk tsk tsk, tell me, why is Brother Ci getting frisky in broad daylight?”

Song Yifan was unconcerned, “I’ve gotten used to it long ago.”

“Used to what?”

“The lovey-dovey stuff.” Song Yifan was concise and to the point.

Meng Xingze laughed with ill intent, saying lewdly: “When it comes to playing with flirtation, it’s still our Brother Ci who knows how.”

“Tch.”

Song Yifan hadn’t really listened at all.

Having been brothers with Xie Ci for so many years, he had never seen him have any patience to play flirtatious games with any girl.

—

“Which problem do you want me to explain?” Xu You clicked her ballpoint pen and found a blank sheet of paper.

“Whatever you want.”

Xu You: ……..

She flipped through Xie Ci’s answer sheet and discovered speechlessly that except for the blank problems, every single problem he had written had some issue.

Xu You sighed inwardly.

Propping up her head with one hand, she planned to explain some of the most basic oxidation-reduction equations to him.

On the scratch paper, relying on memory, she listed several classic chemical equations. Just as she finished writing and looked up, she saw his face was right up close.

Xie Ci’s breath carried the clean scent characteristic of boys, mixed with a hint of cool minty tobacco smell.

His handsome, prominent nose had a faint mole, and his lips were thin and well-defined.

A very good-looking face, except his gaze was too aggressive, making people not dare to look directly at him.

Xu You imperceptibly pulled back some distance.

The bell for the last class period rang quickly.

People in the class packed up their things and left the classroom. Xu You lowered her head organizing her homework, not in a hurry to leave. She was a boarding student and still had to come back to the classroom for self-study until eight o’clock after eating dinner.

“Mmm, don’t know, let’s go after eating.”

Xie Ci leaned back against the wall, his legs brazenly stretched out to Xu You’s side, leisurely making a phone call.

Every now and then he would deliberately bump her leg, taking pleasure in bullying her.

Xu You silently endured it. Just as she had finished organizing all her stationery, the glass window beside her was pulled open, and a sweet, cloying female voice came through:

“A’Ci, aren’t you leaving yet? We’re waiting for you.”

Chen Jing supported herself with both hands on the windowsill, looking delicate and adorable, except her neckline was rather low, revealing a bit of snowy white skin at her chest.

She waited for Xie Ci to hang up the phone, then glanced at Xu You inconspicuously, with a somewhat coquettish tone, deliberately saying: “Let’s not bring Qiu Qingqing when we go out to play today.”

Dorm girls liked to gossip, and Xu You was familiar with the name Qiu Qingqing. She also knew about those complicated entanglements between her and Xie Ci.

However, Xu You had no interest in participating in such matters and only wanted to quickly pack up her things and leave the scene.

Xie Ci yawned, stood up stretching lazily, his jacket loose and baggy, the zipper not even pulled up.

He lowered his eyes, his voice light and cool, not even clear who he was talking to:

“We broke up ages ago.”

Chapter 17: Sports Meet
At night, at a private little bar on the street.

The bar owner was Li Jieyi’s older sister, and this was a place they often came to for entertainment and relaxation.

Song Yifan was perched on a high stool, drinking and playing finger-guessing games with several other people. The table was a bit small, so several had been pushed together, with juice, champagne, and beer bottles scattered and lying on top.

The small bar didn’t have too many customers. It had a lounge-bar atmosphere, with board games available. On the small round stage in the dance floor, one or two people were playing guitar and singing slow songs.

Xie Ci sat leaning back on the sofa. Having just touched alcohol, he felt a bit buzzed. He casually grabbed a cigarette pack, propped his legs up on the coffee table, pulled out a cigarette, and with extreme familiarity bit it between his lips.

The flame licked the cigarette, and little red stars lit up, flickering on and off.

Li Jieyi came back from the restroom and sat down beside him naturally. “Your smoking addiction is quite heavy. Not going to play with them, just smoking alone here, brother?”

“Play what?” Xie Ci said lazily, tossing the lighter in his palm casually.

The lighter spun two circles in the air, didn’t fall back into his hand, and rolled gurgling to one side of the sofa.

“Your dad…” Li Jieyi had just asked two words when he stopped and looked up. Chen Jingyi sat down beside Xie Ci.

“What are you guys talking about?”

She brushed aside the hair falling on her chest and leaned forward to find a small kumquat on the little coffee table.

“We’d barely said two sentences before you arrived.” Li Jieyi began playing with his phone, his fingertips flying wildly across the keyboard with rapid tapping.

Chen Jingyi carefully peeled the outer skin off the orange, pulled off a piece of fruit, and fed it to Xie Ci’s lips. “Here.”

Her eyes were somewhat seductive, the corners tilted upward, her red lips vivid and tempting.

Xie Ci turned his head and yawned. His refusal was very obvious.

Chen Jingyi smiled, nonchalantly putting it into her own mouth, making conversation with Li Jieyi: “A’Yi, I heard from others that you broke up with your girlfriend again?”

“Ay yo, Auntie, could you please stop calling me A’Yi?”

Li Jieyi had a nickname “Auntie”—it came from a bunch of fair-weather friends calling him A’Yi, A’Yi, and eventually deliberately raising their tone when shouting it. Anyway, he didn’t like anyone calling him A’Yi, and he didn’t like the nickname Auntie either.

“Broke up again?” This time Xie Ci raised an eyebrow and looked up at him.

Li Jieyi was chatting heatedly on his phone with his new flame. He replied casually: “What do you mean ‘broke up again’? My girlfriend-changing speed isn’t as fast as yours, right?”

He was joking casually, taking a jab at Xie Ci in the process.

Chen Jingyi laughed beside them, gently lifting her calf to rub against Xie Ci’s leg, asking quietly: “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Do you have a girlfriend now?”

“No.”

The air conditioning in the bar was very strong, so Chen Jingyi pressed closer. Her breath was fragrant as orchid as she leaned by Xie Ci’s ear: “I don’t have one either.”

Xie Ci’s legs were crossed, looking quite calm. He held a half-burnt cigarette between his fingertips and said lightly: “Then go find one.”

“After breaking up with you, I haven’t liked anyone.”

She hesitated, these words half-true and half-false, with a bit of flirtation and testing. “What should I do?”

Unfortunately, the person in question couldn’t understand these little thoughts.

Xie Ci lifted his eyes slightly and told her: “I have someone I like.”

Li Jieyi hadn’t noticed the commotion between them. He scrolled through his phone, found a picture of a girl, and handed it in front of Xie Ci.

“Hey hey brother, take a look, what do you think of her looks?”

The girl in the photo looked very innocent—long hair, a fair doll face, wearing black colored contacts.

“What’s the meaning?” After two minutes, Xie Ci asked.

Li Jieyi smiled with bad intentions. “This underclassman from first year, my friend’s sister. I have her contact information.”

“And then?” Xie Ci glanced at him.

Li Jieyi laughed wickedly. “Since we don’t have the ability to pursue the real one… hmm? You understand, right?”

The other guys, tired of playing, all came over to this side to rest.

Song Yifan gulped down a large mouthful of ice-cold mineral water, snatched Li Jieyi’s phone, shouting: “Secretly sharing beauty photos? Let me see, let me see.”

He took it in hand, squinting his eyes, examining it carefully for a while.

The more Song Yifan looked, the more his brows furrowed.

He turned his head, paused, and said hesitantly: “This girl… how does she look so much like that transfer student goddess scholar in our class…”

—

Xu You had been running a fever since midnight last night, all the way until three in the morning. Only after taking some fever-reducing medicine did she improve somewhat.

She lay in bed without much strength, her head groggy, and only fell asleep near dawn.

Her roommates woke her when they left. Xu You fumbled for her phone and sent the teacher a text message, asking for half a day off.

She slept groggily for a while longer, then Xu You climbed down from bed, went to the bathroom to wash her face, and changed into her school uniform.

Before leaving, she glanced at herself in the mirror.

Her palm-sized face was wet with water, without a trace of color. Her pupils were pitch black, her lip color extremely pale.

Looking sickly.

Sophomore year office.

Xu Huiru was grading homework when suddenly someone stood beside her. She glanced to the side.

Xu You covered her mouth with her sleeve, coughed lowly twice, and called out: “Teacher.”

“Oh my, aren’t you sick? What are you running here for?” Xu Huiru stopped her pen and pulled Xu You in front of her.

“What’s wrong? Is it serious?”

Xu You shook her head and said to her: “Teacher, my fever has already gone down. I can attend class this afternoon.”

Xu Huiru inwardly praised this child for being obedient—simply so well-behaved it made one’s heart ache. She patted Xu You’s shoulder. “Did you come to the office to find me for something?”

Xu You lowered her head, was silent for a while, then said quietly: “Teacher, I want to change seats.”

—

Friday was the day before vacation, and the students were all in good moods.

The classroom was full of roughhousing and playful noise, laughter never ceasing.

Zheng Xiaolin helped Xu You move books, watching her quietly pack up her things. “Master, are you really going to sit at my place?”

Xu You nodded.

“That’s so great! From now on I can ask you questions again.” Zheng Xiaolin was satisfied, a flower-like smile blooming on her face.

She sat in the first row of the second group.

That was a place nobody wanted to go—two seats total, both right under the teacher’s nose.

After this monthly exam results came out, Zheng Xiaolin had performed surprisingly well, which further motivated her fighting spirit to study hard. So she had voluntarily requested to sit alone in the first row. That position was undoubtedly the most hated place in the class—during lessons you couldn’t do anything but listen, so Zheng Xiaolin could only sit there alone.

Xu You crouched down and took out the notebooks from the drawer one by one.

Her books had already been moved to the new seat, and she was collecting the last few miscellaneous items.

Before long, a familiar voice came from above her head:

“What are you doing?”

Xie Ci had just come back from playing basketball, still holding a bottle of mineral water in his hand.

Song Yifan, following behind him, poked his head out, somewhat surprised: “Yo, little classmate Xu, are you changing seats?”

By this time, everything was pretty much packed up.

Xu You held a pile of scattered little things in her arms and slung her backpack over her shoulder.

She lowered her head, avoiding their scrutiny. “I’m sorry, my eyes are a bit nearsighted, so I need to sit in front.”

The reason was perfunctory—clearly she just didn’t want to sit here.

Xie Ci had one hand half in his pocket, his foot stretched across the aisle, not moving at all. His expressionless face blocked her way.

Although he didn’t say a word quietly, the surrounding air seemed to solidify, and even Song Yifan didn’t dare to joke around anymore.

This was the precursor to him losing his temper.

Xu You was silent for a while.

Since childhood, she had always been well-behaved and never made anyone angry. This time, her act of openly changing seats made Xie Ci feel somewhat embarrassed. Xu You knew inwardly that her behavior was wrong, and she felt a bit guilty too.

But she also couldn’t continue sitting here as his desk mate. More important than maintaining good relationships with classmates was academic performance.

This was also what her parents had always emphasized. She couldn’t afford to be willful.

All around them were noisy talking voices. Xu You stood there pale-faced, quietly and peacefully.

Outside sunlight streamed through the glass windows into the classroom, falling on her side, making her appear soft and fragile.

The two of them faced off silently.

Song Yifan looked at that slender figure and couldn’t help but bump Xie Ci, wanting him to let it go.

But he had an intuition in his heart—looking at his brother’s appearance, though he couldn’t say it clearly, anyway it was likely that in the future, he might just accept defeat at the hands of this girl.

Xie Ci still had no reaction, just staring at the person in front of him.

Xu You freed one hand, slowly reached into her jacket pocket, and fumbled out something.

A Want Want milk candy.

In her view, it was something that could make people feel better.

Xu You guessed he wouldn’t reach out to take it. So she set aside the miscellaneous things she was holding in her arms.

Still with her head lowered, she went to take Xie Ci’s hand.

For the first time, Xie Ci didn’t tease her, quietly watching her movements. He lowered his eyes, allowing his hand to be gently grasped.

“Xie Ci.”

Xu You calmly called out his name, releasing her five fingers to let the candy roll into his opened palm. For the first time, she spoke to him calmly and peacefully: “I’m sorry. Can you let me pass?”

Many years later, someone asked Xie Ci: how did that good girl Xu You manage to subdue a tyrannical rogue like you who had run wild for so many years?

The big boss pondered for a long time and said slowly: “It was quite simple.”

Wasn’t it simple enough?

One candy, one sentence.

Enough to make him utterly defeated.

All of it.

Being looked at by her like that, with a candy pressing into his hand, Xie Ci cursed silently in his heart.

“Xie Ci?” She called again.

Being called by name so softly over and over by her, he ultimately couldn’t resist and spread his legs to make way in the aisle.

Xu You felt relieved in her heart. She didn’t delay any further, took the things in her arms, and passed by him preparing to go to the front seat.

When she passed by him, her arm was grabbed.

Xu You didn’t struggle, stopping to look at him.

“You think you can bribe me with one candy?”

“Xu You?”

Xie Ci’s voice was low, with a bit of a laugh. As if he was repeatedly savoring these two characters.

Xu You didn’t know what he was thinking, so she just quietly listened to him speak.

This person was really strange.

When he smiled, he was like a child. When he was cold, he was like a mystery.

His temper was also unpredictable, like a melancholy boss with a girl’s heart.

“You still have to promise me one thing.” He had already returned to his usual cynical appearance, saying casually.

She didn’t refuse anymore, obediently saying “Okay.”

—

Without Xie Ci’s torment, Xu You’s life finally returned to peace.

Every day was three points and a line—cafeteria, classroom, dormitory. Apart from sleeping, it was studying, and time passed quickly. In the blink of an eye, it was time for No. 1 High School’s autumn sports meet. First and second year held it together, with each class allocated their own position in the stands.

Xu You had been sick during that period and hadn’t signed up for any events, so she was idle with nothing to do.

The opening ceremony was in the morning, with competitions in the afternoon.

After her afternoon nap, she took a book of prose essays, brought her water cup, and sat down on the stands by the playground.

During the sports meet, there was an arts evening at night. No. 1 High School’s management was very lax, and many students would climb over the school fence to go out and play.

Like right now, for instance. Where Xu You was sitting, there were only a scattered few people. The other classmates were nowhere to be seen.

How unruly Class 9 students were became crystal clear during a sports meet.

She stretched out her hand to block the sunlight and gazed at the playground. On the track, students were already bending over to warm up.

Being blown by the gentle breeze was also quite pleasant. It was a rare moment of relaxation for her.

Xu You withdrew her gaze, lowered her head, and turned the pages of the book in her hands one by one, reading with great interest.

The broadcast on the playground started up, with occasional gunshots going bang bang bang.

“Xu You! Little cutie!”

Xu You was reading her book when she seemed to hear someone calling her. She looked up in confusion.

Fu Xueli was standing at the bottom of the stands. She had already changed clothes—a pink and white little dress and heeled sandals. She wore sunglasses and waved at Xu You.

“What’s up?” Xu You ran to the railing, placed both hands on top, and talked with Fu Xueli.

Fu Xueli looked up, putting her hands by her lips in a megaphone shape. “Come down first, I’ll tell you after you come down.”

Xu You thought she had something urgent, so she nodded and ran down from the stairs on the side. Holding the book in her hand, she turned around.

Raising her head, she saw a group of people walking toward her.

Xie Ci was in the lead, lazily talking with the male student beside him, not looking this way. Today he also hadn’t worn his school uniform, his short black hair a bit messy. His sleeves were loosely rolled up, and his jacket zipper wasn’t zipped properly either.

The male students inside were all looking slovenly, heading toward the basketball court.

As that large group of people passed by, they caused low murmuring and discussion among the people around Xu You.

“Are these sophomore boys?”

“Yeah, look look, that boy wearing the blue and white jacket.”

“I see him, what about him?”

“That’s Xie Ci I was telling you about. How is he? Very handsome, right!”

“He’s the grade boss?”

“I don’t know. People just say it for fun, but he probably knows a lot of people…”

“He looks pretty good-looking, even more handsome than the school heartthrob, just a bit fierce I heard…”

Xu You leaned her back against the wall, watching Xie Ci walk away before running in another direction to find Fu Xueli.

“Xueli, what’s up?”

Fu Xueli was playing on her iPad. Seeing that Xu You had finally arrived, she let out a breath and took off her sunglasses.

“You You, I need to ask you a favor.” Fu Xueli handed Xu You a black phone. “Help me give this to Xie Ci in half an hour. He’s at the basketball court.”

Xu You reached out to take it, belatedly realizing: “Huh? Give it to him…”

Fu Xueli sighed and patted her shoulder. “I have something to do right now. Sorry to trouble you.”

Before leaving, she seemed to think of something, turned her head, and shouted to Xu You who remained in place: “Wear something nice tomorrow, I’ll take you out to play.”

—

Xu You didn’t really want to go find that group of people, but since a good friend asked, she couldn’t very well refuse.

Even though it was sports meet day, the basketball court’s popularity hadn’t diminished at all.

Boys were sweating it out on the court, the ball bouncing with thud thud thud sounds, and below the court some girls were gathered around screaming.

Xu You was slightly nearsighted and couldn’t distinguish which waves were playing basketball—she could only see clearly by walking closer.

Among this group of people, shuttling through in her blue and white school uniform, she was somewhat conspicuous.

She was just thinking that maybe Xie Ci and the others weren’t playing basketball, that they’d climbed over the school gate to go play…

When someone called her name.

It was Song Yifan.

He had just left the court, running to Xu You’s side, his whole body dripping with sweat. He wiped his sweat and asked with a grin: “Looking for A’Ci?”

Xu You saw who it was and secretly breathed a sigh of relief in her heart. She nodded and handed over the phone. “Oh, right, I came to give him something. Can you help me give it to him?”

Who would have thought Song Yifan would immediately wave his hands in refusal, saying without reservation: “No no no, if I give this to him, my hands would be twisted off.”

He pointed in one direction and said to her: “A’Ci is still playing ball. Wait a bit.”

Xu You never understood boys playing ball. She just watched them run back and forth on the court, shooting the ball.

After waiting good-naturedly for a while, cheers arose from the crowd. Someone made a three-point shot.

Xie Ci finally was willing to leave the court. Three or four girls surrounded him, offering him water and towels.

He refused them all, pulling up the hem of his basketball jersey and casually wiping the sweat on his face, walking toward the basketball hoop.

His lean waistline was exposed, rising and falling with his movements.

Xu You waited until the people had dispersed a bit before walking over.

Xie Ci was leaning back against the basketball hoop, sitting on the ground sprawled out. His Adam’s apple moved up and down as he tilted his head back, chugging water.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Xu You approaching.

She stopped at a distance of two meters from him.

She quietly waited for him to finish drinking water.

Xie Ci’s eyes stared straight at Xu You. The water bottle he’d finished drinking he crushed flat in his hand and tossed aside.

“Your thing.” Xu You walked forward two steps and handed over what was in her hand.

Xie Ci had both sleeves of his shirt pulled all the way up past his shoulder blades, one hand resting on his bent knee, just looking at her.

He sat, she stood. This position wasn’t very good.

Xu You hesitated for a moment, then crouched down, level with his line of sight. “For you.”

Xie Ci’s face was covered with sweat, his eyelashes also dampened, without his usual lazy appearance.

Since she wasn’t in class, her hair was casually tied up. At her collar, around her fair neck was wound a thin red string.

Sweat flowed down from her taut neckline. There was a dark light in his eyes.

“Xu You.” Xie Ci called her name, a bit hoarse, taking the phone from her hand.

Xu You made a sound of acknowledgment.

He said: “Don’t deliberately seduce me, okay?”

Chapter 18: Accident
Xu You looked at him extremely calmly, “The pervert sees perversion in everything.”

Xie Ci was left speechless.

“Your guts are pretty big now, huh? Even talking back to me?”

He raised his chin, deliberately acting roguish, stretching out his index finger to tap Xu You’s shoulder. “Little classmate, aren’t you afraid the school bully will beat you up?”

This person sat on the ground unscrupulously, his whole body emanating a rogue and forceful aura, yet also carrying a bit of childlike innocence.

Xu You almost laughed out loud.

In the distance, two or three people gathered together teasing.

One person had a short towel hanging around his neck, his hand resting on Song Yifan’s shoulder, asking quietly: “Hey, that girl in the school uniform—is she Brother Ci’s girlfriend?”

As everyone knew, Xie Ci was particularly wild, changing girlfriends like it was a game. Maybe the girl who went out with him this time would be replaced by another the next time they saw him playing ball. So this time when everyone saw a new face, they still weren’t surprised, assuming Xie Ci had changed to a new one again.

Only this time, compared to the past ones, well… she looked…

Just a tiny bit more plain.

Song Yifan laughed: “Whether he can successfully pursue her or not is still uncertain.”

“With A’Ci’s qualifications, does he even need to pursue others?” One person was surprised and didn’t quite believe it.

Another person also agreed in agreement: “Yeah, in the past it always seemed like others were throwing themselves at him. I’ve never really seen A’Ci pursue a girl.”

The blame lay only in this group of people being too young.

Song Yifan smiled without speaking, remembering near the end of last semester when he and Xie Ci had discussed this matter of pursuing girls.

Xie Ci was dating a third-year girl at that time. How did he put it? Oh right:

Dating? Just date casually. Who actually puts their heart into it?

Song Yifan asked: “Do you like being pursued by others?”

The person being asked scoffed.

Song Yifan said again: “I notice all your past girlfriends pursued you. I thought you had this kind of preference.”

Actually, girls who had dated Xie Ci all shared one feeling:

Too exhausting.

He couldn’t really be called fickle. He just never wanted to make any effort, like a child with a natural sense of indifference.

It wasn’t until that transfer student came that Song Yifan felt Xie Ci treated her a bit differently from other girls.

According to his observations, Xie Ci generally rarely took the initiative to flirt with girls. In front of everyone, even with girlfriends he only occasionally interacted. But with Xu You, Xie Ci really went all out in hot pursuit, never letting up until he’d thoroughly bullied her. Unfortunately, Xu You’s reaction time was too slow and couldn’t understand the special meaning in this.

Other people were still leisurely standing aside gossiping and discussing.

After a while, Song Yifan slowly said: “If Xie Ci likes someone, would it even be others’ turn to pursue him?”

Just as the words fell, there was suddenly a girl’s scream on the basketball court.

A basketball that had slipped from someone’s hands in midair, whooshing with swift wind sounds, smashed toward the basketball hoop.

There were two people there.

Xu You hadn’t yet reacted when she only saw Xie Ci make a quick movement, tackling her to the ground.

She was knocked over by that tremendous force, instinctively closing her eyes. Her head knocked on the ground with a thud.

A loud crash sounded by her ear.

Her heartbeat was scared into rapid pounding, jumping irregularly.

She felt the person on top of her let out a muffled grunt after being hit, and the arm supporting himself by her ear went soft.

The basketball smashed against the person’s body and bounced back, bouncing up and down on the ground.

After two or three seconds, the crowd that had been shocked stupid by this sudden accident finally reacted, all surrounding them with shouts and calls.

Xu You was dazed and stunned, still shocked and not having fully recovered.

Among the noisy voices and chaotic footsteps.

Sweat dripped from his chin.

Xie Ci pressed down on her shoulder, turned his head, and lying by her ear said softly: “Don’t be afraid.”

—

That evening, Xu You lay on the small bed in her dormitory, eyes staring at the ceiling, tossing and turning unable to sleep.

Her mind was full of the image of Xie Ci’s back as he was helped away by a group of people. Was he okay or not?

The dormitory lights hadn’t been turned off yet. The roommates were all in bed, discussing various interesting incidents from today’s sports meet, as well as all kinds of big and small gossip in the grade.

“Hey, do you guys know Zeng Qilin?” A thin female voice sounded—it was Chen Xiao.

“Zeng Qilin?” Liao Yuemin thought for a moment. “I think I know him. Third year, right?”

“Right, on the school team.” Chen Xiao answered, speaking with a somewhat mysterious tone: “It seems our school got into it with people from No. 2 High School a few days ago. In a few days, Zeng Qilin will probably find people to block them at No. 2 High School.”

“Oh my god, what happened? How come I don’t know anything about this?” Liao Yuemin’s surprised voice rang out.

Like Xu You, Li Lingfang had little interest in this kind of topic—reading novels was more interesting. So for a time, only two people remained in the dormitory asking and answering questions.

Chen Xiao shared the gossip she knew: “I’m not too clear about the specifics either. Anyway, my friend just told me that people from No. 2 High School provoked Zeng Qilin and his group.”

“Zeng Qilin… is he very impressive?”

Chen Xiao rolled her eyes. “What do you think?”

“I don’t think I’ve really heard others mention him much.”

“That’s because he keeps a low profile. His family has power and influence, and he’s even mixed with gangs before.”

Xu You didn’t know what they were talking about—in one ear and out the other—as she focused on being lost in thought.

The gossip continued.

At the same time, the phone Xu You had placed under her pillow vibrated lightly.

It was a text message notification sound.

Actually, she didn’t usually use her phone much—it was locked in her cabinet, occasionally taken out to call her parents and aunt. But today was the sports meet, and having promised to go out with Fu Xueli tomorrow, she’d taken it out for convenient contact.

She rolled over, fumbled for her phone, and brought it before her eyes.

The cool metal shell pressed against her palm.

Xu You lit up the screen, squinting her eyes to adjust to the sudden bright light.

The text was from an unfamiliar number. The message content was just a period.

Xu You was puzzled for a while. Her phone number was only obtained after coming to Lin City. Only relatives and Fu Xueli knew it—she hadn’t had time to inform her former classmates. Who could this stranger be…

Just when she thought someone had sent it by mistake and was about to turn off her phone, another text came, still brief—just two words:

[Asleep?]

Suddenly, Xu You had a premonition in her heart, vaguely guessing who he was.

As if telepathically connected with her, Chen Xiao said from the side:

“Oh right, you should at least know Xie Ci, right? Zeng Qilin is his older brother.”

Xie Ci…

Xu You wanted to ask who he was, deleting and typing in the message sending field. But she still held back. She put away her phone and placed it back by her pillow.

Before long, there was another ding ding ding of text message notification sounds.

By the fourth time it rang, Xu You sighed, grabbed her phone preparing to switch it to silent. After opening it, her finger still paused, and she couldn’t help but open the inbox.

That person was very persistent, having sent several more messages:

[You’re very arrogant]

[Not replying to me]

[?]

Even sending punctuation marks as individual messages, as if phone fees meant nothing.

Xu You helplessly shook her head, carefully considering her words before sending back:

[Xie Ci?]

The other side replied almost instantly:

[Who else?]

Xu You again couldn’t think of words to reply to him for a long while.

But the phone kept vibrating continuously:

[Do you have no conscience]

Seeing the inexplicable reproach, Xu You was confused. After being stunned, she replied:

[What did I do?]

As soon as Xie Ci received this text message and finished reading these few words, he couldn’t help but laugh. He could even imagine Xu You’s expression when sending this text—how serious, how proper, and a bit cautious.

He couldn’t suppress his laughter. Typing with one hand, his thumb flying across the keyboard:

[Of course you did something wrong.]

Xu You quietly held her phone, opened his message to look at it, and pondered for quite a while.

She couldn’t figure out anything and just felt the two people’s conversation was too boring. She put away her phone, preparing to sleep.

But the other side wouldn’t let it go and called her.

As soon as the phone ringtone sounded, the dormitory people’s conversation stopped, all looking at Xu You’s bed.

“Who is it, A’Chai? Calling you so late.” Chen Xiao asked.

Being asked this, Xu You began to feel guilty and didn’t look at the phone, wanting to hang up directly.

Who knew she accidentally pressed the wrong button, and immediately a voice came from the other end—

“Hello?”

After hesitating for two or three seconds, Xu You sat up from bed, put the phone in her pajama pocket, and fumbled her way down from the bed.

“It’s my older brother.” Xu You explained with a forced smile, then added dryly: “He should have just finished evening self-study.”

Chen Xiao was happily chatting gossip and didn’t notice her unnatural expression, nodding in belief.

Xu You pulled open the glass window door on the balcony and slipped through sideways.

“Hello?” Her voice was tiny, scattered by the night wind.

The voice on the other end of the phone had some mockery: “Having an affair with me? Even specially running out to answer the phone.”

“That’s because I don’t want to disturb my roommates.” Xu You couldn’t help but retort.

The campus at late night had dim yellow street lamps by the trees. Insect chirps and cicada calls, a sky full of starlight.

In the distance, a faint mixed fragrance of unknown flowers drifted over.

Xu You stared at a certain point in a daze. She was already quiet by nature. When Xie Ci didn’t speak, she couldn’t speak even more.

“Heh.”

He laughed lowly twice in his throat. “Call me ‘older brother’ a couple of times for me to hear.”

Xu You knew he must have heard just now and was deliberately saying this. Her face couldn’t help but redden, feeling extremely embarrassed. “Don’t keep joking with me, okay?”

“I’m not.” He said, “I’m serious.”

“You…” She frowned, not engaging with this topic, but instead hesitating: “Are you okay? You were hit by the basketball this afternoon.”

Xie Ci answered, “How could I be okay? I was in so much pain. Who would have thought you’d be so heartless—in the blink of an eye, you disappeared.”

He sensed Xu You’s guilt and pressed his advantage even more. “You tell me yourself, how are you going to compensate me?”

Finally getting back to proper business.

“I’ll buy you medicine.” Xu You said sincerely. She had been holding this in for a long time with no chance to say it.

After all, Xie Ci was injured from blocking the ball for her.

“Do I lack that little bit of money from you?”

Xu You was silent.

After a moment, he seemed completely unconcerned. Saying casually:

“Just give yourself to me as compensation. I don’t lack anything—I just lack a girlfriend.”

Chapter 19: Going Out to Play
The sports meet lasted a total of two and a half days. On the first evening there was an arts performance, and on the second evening there was a holiday—the school let students have free activities.

By the second day, there weren’t many competitions left, just high jump and shot put—unimportant events like that. Anyway, the homeroom teachers turned a blind eye, so the class students were naturally even more unrestrained. The sports meet felt like a rest day.

In order to take Xu You out to play, Fu Xueli specially obtained a leave slip. She knew that a good student as obedient as Xu You definitely wouldn’t agree to skip out during the day to go wild with her. Having no choice, she went to beg Xu Xingchun for half a day. He was the student council president and had plenty of school leave slips in hand. Fu Xueli racked her brains and finally got him to relent.

Heaven was kind—the weather today was especially good. The school gate was wide open, with students and vehicles coming and going past.

Fu Xueli came to school to pick up Xu You, lowering her head to play on her phone while sitting in the pavilion at the school gate waiting.

On the phone, after much coaxing and persuasion, Xu You finally agreed to go play after eating lunch at noon.

After waiting nearly ten more minutes, Xu You arrived late with her bag on her back.

She ran forward out of breath, patted Fu Xueli’s shoulder, resting her hand on top while panting slightly: “Sorry, Xueli, I went to buy some things midway.”

Fu Xueli looked up at her, her eyes brightening.

“You finally listened to me a bit and didn’t wear your school uniform to go out and play with me.” She put away her phone, stepped back two paces, and looked her good friend up and down with satisfaction.

Actually, what Xu You wore today wasn’t particularly special—still just an ordinary round-necked white dress past her knees, and a pair of white sneakers.

It was just that apart from the first day of school, she’d always worn her school uniform. Now changing into other clothes, it felt like she’d become a different person.

Fu Xueli nodded, then shook her head, sighing for who knows which time: “My god, Xu You, you’re simply too pale.”

The skin exposed on her calves and arms was white as frost and snow. Who knows what she ate growing up to have such good skin…

Being looked at by Fu Xueli’s intent gaze made Xu You embarrassed, her cheeks flushing slightly. She lowered her head, followed Fu Xueli, and put the things she’d just bought into her bag.

At this moment, a teasing voice suddenly sounded beside them: “Big Pear, where are you going to play?”

Both turned their heads simultaneously.

A group of people from Class 4 stood by the roadside, waiting for the traffic light just like them.

Seeing they were acquaintances, Fu Xueli casually greeted them.

“Going to play with a friend. Your class has so many people—having a class gathering?”

Class 4 and Class 9 were similar—most of the students inside were rather unruly, a pair of kindred spirit classes, and they usually got along well.

The person at the head over there said with a laugh: “Why don’t you and your friend come play with us?”

Fu Xueli refused. After crossing at the traffic light, she pulled Xu You in another direction.

“Where are we going?” Having just arrived here, Xu You found everything fresh. Walking along the road, she looked left and right.

“First we’ll eat, after eating we’ll wash our hair, then I’ll take you to the arcade.”

Fu Xueli answered her, checking directions on her phone and randomly hailing a taxi on the roadside.

As soon as they got in the car, she gave a name. The driver master acknowledged and in just over ten minutes, familiar with the route, drove the car to the place.

The place for lunch was at a hotpot restaurant. Xu You couldn’t eat spicy food and could only eat something mild.

Midway through, Fu Xueli forcibly fed her a piece of meat fished from the red spicy broth.

After chewing and chewing twice, Xu You couldn’t take it anymore. Choking, she coughed, grabbed the cup beside her, and poured water into her mouth.

Fu Xueli, sitting opposite, was very surprised. She quickly stood up and patted her back. “Little cutie, are you okay? You can’t even handle this little bit of spice?”

Xu You coughed twice more and waved her hand: “It’s fine, it’s fine. I just rarely eat spicy food. I choked just now.”

After the two finished eating and came out of the shop, they were covered in the smoky smell of cooking.

After walking two steps, Fu Xueli put her arm around Xu You’s shoulder, lowered her head to smell her hair, then raised her face seriously: “You You, your hair is all full of hotpot smell too. Shall we go wash our hair together?”

Xu You initially wanted to decline, but the smell was really quite strong, so after hesitating she agreed.

The two ran to a nearby hair salon.

Fu Xueli finished washing first and sat outside blow-drying her hair.

When Xu You came out after washing, she saw Fu Xueli on the phone with someone, she didn’t know who.

A young man behind her held Xu You’s shoulders, removed the towel from her head, and met her eyes in the mirror: “Young lady, what style would you like blown?”

Fu Xueli glanced this way midway and made the decision for Xu You: “Help her blow big waves.”

After speaking, she continued her phone call, crossing her legs, eyes fixed on looking at her own shoes. “Mm, how many people?”

“………..”

“That many? Where to?”

“………..”

“Yeah, we’re outside.”

“………..”

“Beside me blow-drying hair.”

“………..”

“Really? What time?”

“………..”

“Oh, is it the location from last time? I’ll ask her and send you a message later.”

By Xu You’s ear was the roaring sound of the hair dryer. She didn’t let anyone blow any style for her, saying directly: “Just blow-dry it for me.”

That hairdresser young man lifted Xu You’s black hair with his fingers, swaying it, chatting with her while blow-drying: “Young lady, your hair hasn’t been permed or dyed, right?”

Xu You made a sound of acknowledgment.

The young man nodded: “Your hair quality is quite good, just a bit soft.”

Fu Xueli put her phone in her bag and turned her head to shout at Xu You: “You You, our plans have changed.”

The hair dryer sound was too noisy. Her voice came in fragments. Xu You couldn’t hear clearly. “I can’t hear you, tell me in a bit.”

The hairdresser young man provided thorough service. He didn’t violate Xu You’s wishes by blow-drying her hair into big waves, but he used a curling iron on that head of soft, flowing black hair to make small curls.

Xu You had an oval face that leaned toward round, with a bit of baby fat, and rosy red lips.

Fu Xueli moved closer and asked her a baffling question: “Little cutie, did you wear safety shorts under your dress?”

“………”

“Did you wear them? If not, I’ll go buy you a pair right now.” She added another sentence.

“No need, no need. I wore them.” Xu You interrupted her, saying quietly: “Why are you asking this?”

The two made eye contact silently for a long time.

Fu Xueli struggled with her wording, how to say it so she would agree.

A bit hesitant, she said tentatively to Xu You: “Shall we go ice skating?”

……

The ice skating rink was on the second floor of Zhengda Plaza.

All along the way, Fu Xueli explained to Xu You: “It’s that kind of very proper ice skating rink, not the kind of garish place you’re imagining.”

Xu You didn’t make a sound.

“And look, almost everyone from our class went. What are you afraid of?”

Fu Xueli reassured her, linking arms with her and saying: “Many people from our school usually go to this ice skating rink. Don’t worry.”

This time, she didn’t know who organized the activity. Classes 9 and 4 said it was a social gathering, finding a place to go play together. Everyone was young and loved to make noise, so the two groups hit it off. They turned the sports meet into a house party gathering.

At the entrance of the ice skating rink stood two servers wearing black and gold vests.

Seeing Fu Xueli and them come over, the two servers pulled open the glass door and called out in unison: “Welcome.”

Xu You had never been to this kind of place. Following Fu Xueli closely, she tugged at her sleeve and asked: “Do we need to go buy tickets or something?”

“No need.” Fu Xueli had obviously been here many times before, taking a familiar route around two turns.

The further inside they walked, the louder the music and crowd’s cheerful sounds became.

She took out two cards from a blue box and said to Xu You behind her: “This place is opened by Xie Ci’s older brother. Today he’s treating us to play for free.”

Upon hearing this name, Xu You felt uncomfortable all over.

But at this point, she couldn’t just leave…

By the time they arrived at the ice skating rink, many people inside had already started playing. Xu You hadn’t been here long and couldn’t distinguish who was from which class. Her gaze swept over the crowd—she could only see one or two who looked somewhat familiar.

Fu Xueli pushed open a waist-high door and entered one after another with Xu You.

The place to change into ice skate shoes was on the side. Staff had already placed shoes of various sizes in advance at each position.

“What size are your feet?” Fu Xueli crouched down to carefully select, asking the person behind her.

Xu You looked down at her own feet and thought for a moment. “36, I think.”

“That small?!”

Fu Xueli was a bit surprised, then looked Xu You’s height up and down, reacted and nodded. “It matches your height well.”

Xu You hadn’t heard the music playing in the rink, but the rhythm was very strong. Several light balls in the very center were flashing, dazzling people’s eyes painfully.

Xu You sat on the bench changing shoes. After forcing them on with effort, she carefully tied the laces properly, very afraid the shoes would fall off midway through skating later.

“Ready yet?” Fu Xueli had already changed into ice skates and skillfully skated over, stopping beside her.

Xu You nodded, supporting herself on the chair, slowly standing up.

This careful appearance—one look and you could tell she’d never skated before.

Fu Xueli found her cute and couldn’t help but laugh. Very patiently holding Xu You, she skated a few steps and said: “Come come, I’ll teach you first. Spread your feet apart.”

“No no no, don’t don’t don’t, don’t worry about me first. Go play by yourself.”

Under Xu You’s repeated refusals, Fu Xueli finally didn’t stay with her and was pulled away by another person to play follow-the-leader.

Xu You, alone, held onto the railing, slowly moving her body.

Actually, her balance was very poor. She always easily fell playing this kind of thing, so she had a habitual fear.

The people around were all playing excitedly, crowds in clusters, with boys’ playful noise and girls’ screaming sounds coming from time to time.

Xu You slowly skated along the edge, completely not daring to get close to them. She was afraid someone would suddenly lose control and rush out, knocking her down along the way.

The hair she’d just washed wasn’t tied up yet and now fell somewhat messily to her shoulders and chest.

Xu You gripped the railing tightly with both hands, constantly taking deep breaths, so nervous her calves were trembling.

Fumbling around in the corner for half a day, Xu You finally found a little trick.

She loosened her hands slightly, skated forward two steps—just one or two seconds—then grabbed back onto the railing with both hands.

Playing by herself like this for a while, Xu You heard someone laugh lightly.

In the direction behind her.

She whipped her head around.

Xie Ci was leaning against the railing, hands lazily folded across his chest, not knowing how long he’d been following her.

His brow bone was slightly raised. In the rather dark environment, his expression couldn’t be seen clearly.

Meeting Xie Ci face to face so unexpectedly, for a moment Xu You didn’t know how to react, her mind in complete chaos.

After he said that sentence yesterday, she’d directly cut off the phone call.

Now, this was also… too awkward…

Xie Ci had just made a movement to get up when Xu You yelled out: “Wait, don’t come over.”

After shouting, she realized her reaction was too extreme and stammered an explanation: “It’s, it’s just that I want to skate by myself first. I’m not very good at it. Don’t bump into me…”

Xie Ci raised the corner of his lips slightly. He deliberately wouldn’t comply.

In two or three steps, he skated right in front of her.

Gripping the railing tightly with both hands, Xu You unconsciously widened her eyes, feeling an impulse to take off her shoes and run away.

“Don’t panic. I’ll teach you to skate for free.” He tilted his head as if thinking, sizing up the her before him.

Wearing a white dress past her knees, hair softly draped down, because of her anxiety, there was bright watery light in her eyes.

The two were pressed very close together. Xu You’s heartbeat inexplicably became chaotic, and she took a step back.

Xie Ci felt her retreating movement. Without further ado, he wrapped his arm around her slender waist. Taking advantage of his great strength, he directly half-carried, half-dragged Xu You away from the rest area.

“Ahhhhh, let go of me, let go of me, psycho!”

Xu You struggled with her waist bent, but afraid of falling, she didn’t dare use too much force. She threw a tantrum like a child. “No no, I’m scared! I’m scared! Xie Ci, I’m scared!”

She was passively dragged along, sweat breaking out on her back from anxiety.

Having left the railing, Xie Ci became the only thing Xu You could use to support her body.

She had no choice but to lightly grab onto him, head lowered, her ears about to burn up.

Xie Ci bent down, moved close to her ear, and blew a breath of air. “Use a little less force grabbing me. My arm from yesterday still hurts.”

This ambiguous low whisper deliberately stirred people’s hearts.

Xu You believed it as true. She looked up in panic, making a sound of surprise. “Does it really still hurt?”

Not far away, someone whistled toward them, obviously having discovered this isolated pair.

Xie Ci’s fingers quietly twirled a strand of her soft, fragrant hair at his fingertips. His black tousled hair fell before his eyes, his pitch-black pupils searching her eyes. “It hurts a lot. What should we do?”

Under the continuously flashing lights, he heard Xu You’s calm and firm voice:

“Anything is fine except being your girlfriend.”

A moment of silence.

He lowered his eyes, using a slovenly voice, frivolous yet restrained, asking: “Kissing you is also okay?”

Kissing you is okay?

What about sleeping with you?

Xu You’s body trembled slightly. She raised her arm and, catching him off guard with a forceful push, pushed Xie Ci away. She skated forward crookedly.

After skating only a few steps, all the lights in the venue suddenly went completely dark, and the music suddenly stopped. The crowd on the floor erupted in excited screams.

She felt herself being embraced from behind by someone reaching out.

That person tightened his arms, circling Xu You’s waist, his chest pressed tight against her back.

Warm lips touched the skin behind her ear.

Xu You was distracted for a moment. Just about to struggle, she heard a low, hoarse murmur:

“Hey, you smell like milk.”

Chapter 20: Little Rabbit
For just a few seconds, the flow of air around them seemed to freeze.

On the ice skating rink, men and women crowded together in heaps, with giggling and screaming sounds, everyone excitedly counting down together in loud voices.

Zeng Qilin propped his hand on the railing, his gaze sweeping over the two people entangled together not far away, casually asking the person beside him: “Does A’Ci have a new girlfriend again?”

A male student said: “You don’t know about your own younger brother?”

“Tch, like I have time to care about this. He’s just bored out of his mind all day long.”

“But A’Ci is more impressive than you—quite popular with young ladies.”

“Good looks, just like his dad.”

Zeng Qilin turned his head to look ahead, suddenly raising an eyebrow, letting out a sound. “Are they fighting over there?”

Xie Ci sat on the ground, frowning in pain as he rubbed his own shoulder.

“Damn it…”

Xu You also didn’t know where such great strength had come from just now. With Xie Ci clinging to her relentlessly, in her desperation she twisted her body to the side and bit down on his arm with one bite.

The instant the person behind her felt the pain, she used almost all her body’s strength to quickly push him away.

Ice wasn’t like a road surface—balance wasn’t so easy to control.

Caught off guard, despite being so tall, Xie Ci was knocked over to the ground by her in one go. Even he was a bit dazed.

“Psycho!”

Xu You cursed, raised the back of her hand, and vigorously rubbed her own cheek, over and over again.

“No, listen.” Xie Ci lowered his head, rolled up his sleeve, looked at that deep, neat tooth mark, and couldn’t help but complain: “Holy crap, you really didn’t hold back biting me, huh, Xu You?”

Xu You glared at him and said boldly: “You deserved it. You bit me first.”

She was too angry and wanted to leave, but unfortunately she’d been brought to the center of the venue. Not knowing how to skate and unable to move her feet, in her anxiety her heart was full of despair.

Xie Ci wasn’t hurried at all. He just sat sprawled on the ground like that, one hand propped behind him, looking up at her from below, saying teasingly: “Where did I bite you?”

“……..”

Pervert.

A pervert with a face thicker than the corner of a city wall.

Xu You bit her teeth tightly without making a sound, crouched down, and began untying the laces of her ice skates.

Xie Ci was still talking: “You know what flirtation is?”

Anyway, she wasn’t paying attention to him, so he just talked by himself.

He talked for a while.

Xie Ci licked his lips and smiled, not knowing if it was savoring or what, saying carelessly: “Hey, your face is quite soft. And it wasn’t even biting—wasn’t it just a peck…”

“Can you please stop talking?”

Xu You couldn’t take it anymore. She really wanted to explode once and throw the shoe right at his face.

She’d already taken off one shoe, so the other one was much more convenient.

When the sole of her foot touched the ice surface, a cold air shot straight up through her body, freezing Xu You so that she instantly shivered.

She wore short cotton socks printed with little rabbits and couldn’t help but stomp her feet in place, looking around for the place to change shoes.

“What are you doing now?” Xie Ci stared at her socks for a while and lazily got up from the ground.

Xie Ci was already quite a bit taller than her, and he was also wearing a pair of ice skate shoes.

The two people faced each other.

The height difference was like a giant and a tiny person.

The lighting was too dim. Xu You couldn’t quite see the way clearly. Roughly distinguishing a direction, she wanted to carry the pair of shoes in her hand and walk.

Xie Ci blocked her way. “Aren’t your feet cold?”

Xu You went around him, head lowered in an appearance of not having heard, still walking on the ice surface.

Being deliberately ignored by someone, Xie Ci wasn’t angry either. He laughed with a hum and chased up from behind.

He stretched out his long arms, bent his waist slightly, and easily picked up Xu You horizontally into the air.

???!!!

Xu You was suddenly lifted entirely off the ground, reflexively wrapping her arms around his neck. When she came to her senses, Xie Ci’s face was right before her eyes, his breath audible.

The two shoes she’d been holding in her hands fell with a clatter.

She was being carried horizontally in public, without any mental preparation at all. Her first reaction was shock, and after the shock passed, her whole person was humiliated and indignant.

“You—you hurry up and put me down!” Xu You’s legs kicked wildly in the air, flailing continuously, her hands pinching Xie Ci’s arm.

She was small and light—this little commotion was like tickling.

Xie Ci lowered his head slightly, sniffing the scent on her body, and suddenly laughed: “I said you smell like milk.”

His arm passed through the bend of her legs, the other hand resting at her waist. This feeling was as if Xu You’s entire person was nestled in his embrace.

The white hem of her skirt hung by his arm, swaying with the wind.

The little commotion they were making—some sharp-eyed people had already discovered it early on.

Xie Ci, holding a girl, slowly passed through more than half of the ice skating rink.

All along the way were whistles and teasing laughter.

Although this time it was a class social gathering between Classes 9 and 4, actually people from other classes had also come. But the people who came basically all knew Xie Ci.

After all, they were all high school students, right at the age of youthful restlessness. Seeing this scene, everyone knew what was what, exchanging smiles with mutual understanding.

In the crowd, someone was secretly taking out their phone to film.

One person asked: “Isn’t that the big hottie from your Class 9?”

“Yeah, holy crap.” A Class 9 classmate kept shaking his head and sighing. “I thought he never dated girls from class…”

“Is this girl from your class?”

“Yeah, she just transferred here not long ago.”

“Pretty lucky, getting noticed by Xie Ci as soon as she arrived…”

“………”

Rest area.

Fu Xueli was sitting on Xu Xingchun’s lap drinking juice, chatting with him intermittently. From the corner of her eye, she suddenly glimpsed this scene. Shocked, she immediately stood up, running forward with three steps combined into two, eyes wide: “Holy crap, are you two filming an idol drama or something?”

Xie Ci had already skated to the edge area, head lowered, not knowing what he was saying in Xu You’s ear, a smile hooked at the corners of his lips.

Probably also some not-too-proper teasing words.

Xu You’s face had long since turned thoroughly red.

Most likely from anger.

Seeing an acquaintance, Xu You made a sound of distress, wishing she could bury her face underground.

“We’ve already arrived. Hurry up and put me down.”

She didn’t dare look directly at Fu Xueli, keeping her head lowered, anxiously saying quietly, constantly urging.

Xie Ci had an open and frank appearance, unhurriedly making a ‘tsk’ sound, saying to Fu Xueli: “Help her get her shoes.”

By the time Xu You’s feet were finally on the ground, and she’d crouched down to put on her shoes properly, when she raised her head she discovered Xie Ci had already left.

Fu Xueli stood beside her watching. “He was called away by someone for something.”

After pausing for two seconds, she couldn’t help but pull Xu You aside, her gaze falling on her fair, flushed face, asking in a low voice: “You and Xie Ci, you two…”

Before finishing her words, Xu You’s head was already shaking like a rattle drum. “We don’t have any relationship.”

Since she said this, Fu Xueli couldn’t really ask anything more.

Next to the ice skating rink was connected to a KTV and restaurant—standard one-stop service. Originally this time was just a temporary class gathering. Everyone was too lazy to reserve another place, so they decided to directly eat dinner here. It was free anyway.

This kind of group meal was nothing more than eating, drinking, playing, and having fun.

Xu You had been running around all day and was mentally exhausted—she didn’t want to continue. She went to use the restroom, came out and packed up her things, preparing to say goodbye to Fu Xueli and leave.

Only after searching for half a day, she couldn’t find anyone. She just wandered around aimlessly.

There were many people who came to play, both boys and girls, but most of them she didn’t recognize.

Just standing on tiptoes looking around in all directions, someone behind her patted her shoulder.

Xu You turned her head—it was an unfamiliar girl.

She smiled cheerfully, her finger pointing in a direction slightly to the right in front. “There, your friend is over there.”

Xu You looked in the direction she pointed.

It was a circle of small sofas at the entrance to the hall, with a group of unfamiliar male students sitting on them, wreathed in smoke and mist, chatting.

Xie Ci was also among them.

He wasn’t smoking, wearing short sleeves, legs lazily propped on the coffee table, supporting his head while talking to the person beside him.

Xu You withdrew her gaze and walked in another direction.

Chapter 21: Parking Lot
The venue was far too lively—no matter where you went, you could hear deafening music. The crowds also came in waves, gathering together to chat and laugh. Xu You really couldn’t find Fu Xueli anywhere.

She was worried about getting back to school too late, so she could only fish out her phone to send Fu Xueli a message, telling her she was leaving first.

Xu You basically never came to these kinds of flashy entertainment places. Plus, the décor was too extravagant—winding corridors covered in carpet, mirrors and chandeliers on both sides, with no distinguishing features at all.

After leaving the main hall, she didn’t know which way to go.

With great difficulty, she finally found the elevator entrance and prepared to go down, but accidentally ended up in the underground parking garage instead.

She thought it shouldn’t be far—she could just follow the path and walk out. Who knew the underground parking garage would be so huge, like a maze.

Xu You tried hard to read the signs: B1, B2, C1…

The parking garage lights glowed a ghastly white, just like the classic locations where accidents happen in horror films. The surroundings were completely empty, as if there wasn’t a single person around—only the sound of her own footsteps.

Xu You got a little scared and didn’t dare wander around anymore. Just then, her phone in her bag buzzed and vibrated.

It was Fu Xueli.

She immediately answered.

The other end was very noisy. Fu Xueli said “Hello,” her voice coming through intermittently: “You You, where did you go? Why did you leave on your own? I’ll take you—you don’t even know the way.”

“I think I’m a bit lost…”

“Where are you? I’ll come get you.”

Xu You looked around in all directions. She really couldn’t find any particularly distinctive landmarks, so she could only say dejectedly: “In the underground parking garage, C—”

Before she could finish speaking, the phone disconnected.

Xu You pulled the phone away from her ear to look—the signal strength was too weak, showing “not in service area.”

She walked forward a few more steps, head down, fiddling with her phone.

Suddenly she smelled a faint scent of cigarette smoke and vaguely heard someone chatting.

Xu You’s first reaction was that there were people. She lifted her head and looked around, spotting two men in a corner not far away. One of them had his hair dyed completely blonde.

Almost at the same moment she saw them, they also noticed her.

Xu You’s heart tightened. Clutching her phone, she wanted to pretend she hadn’t seen them and walked to the side with her head down.

After walking barely two steps, two sleazy whistles came from behind, and those two people followed her. One of them gave the other a meaningful look, then quickly stepped forward to block Xu You’s path. “Little sister, don’t leave—how about we play together?”

The one blocking her path was that blonde-haired man, with a lecherous face and a smile full of ulterior meaning, revealing a mouthful of yellow teeth.

Xu You’s back was instantly covered in cold sweat, her mind went completely blank. She clutched her phone tightly, not knowing what to do.

The person behind also caught up.

A pair of rough hands directly touched her waist, and murky breath assaulted her ear.

Xu You screamed in fright, struggling continuously. Her legs went weak. After running only a few steps, she collapsed to the ground, hugging her knees, unable to stop her eyes from reddening.

Those two men grinned, stroking their chins, ogling the girl before them with lecherous eyes.

“Oh my, don’t cry.” They approached step by step.

“Hey, what if someone comes?” The blonde discussed with his companion.

“Drag her up front—there’s a small storage room there. No one’s there.”

After discussing, the two men impatiently rushed forward, using great force to pull Xu You’s arms and tug at her clothes.

Several hands kept groping all over her body. This time Xu You was truly terrified. Tears welled up from her eyes. She tightly covered her chest with both hands. “Don’t touch me, I—I have money in my bag…”

“We want your money and we want you.”

“Damn, this girl’s skin is so smooth…”

“Stop wasting words, drag her away first.”

The blonde man’s two hands passed under Xu You’s armpits, forcibly dragging her across the cement floor.

Xu You kicked her legs wildly, crying out loud, her heart filled with utter despair.

Her tearful, pitiful appearance only aroused the men’s evil desires even more. One of them felt an itch in his heart and couldn’t help but reach out his hand, stroking from her smooth neck all the way to her face, rubbing back and forth. In the struggle, the neckline of Xu You’s dress was pulled down below her shoulders. She only felt disgusted, extremely disgusted. She reached out and wildly swatted at that nauseating face before her, crying and screaming loudly, “Let go of me!!! Sob sob sob let go of me!! Let go of me!! So disgusting…”

The man who got slapped was stunned for a moment, then reacted and, feeling he’d lost face, raised his hand high to slap her back, cursing: “Filthy bitch, ungrateful when shown respect!”

With a sharp crack, Xu You felt her head ringing.

She cried until she could barely breathe, feeling the whole world spinning dizzily. Suddenly, an enraged roar rang in her ears.

Immediately after, Xu You felt the force pressing on her body suddenly lighten.

Those two men sensed something was wrong, stopped their actions, and simultaneously looked up.

The blonde turned his head and only saw someone charging toward them at high speed. Before he could react, the newcomer lifted his foot and kicked him hard in the stomach—like a hammer delivering a heavy blow. He fell to the ground unprepared, clutching his stomach and moaning.

Xu You’s hands barely supported her on the ground. As she sobbed, she looked through tear-blurred eyes and could only vaguely make out a figure.

It was Xie Ci.

Xie Ci…

The other man quickly reacted and started grappling with him.

Xie Ci had been fighting since childhood. That man quickly fell into a disadvantageous position and was pressed to the ground by him, receiving punch after punch to the face.

He was like a furiously raging young lion, completely enraged by someone, terrifyingly mad.

Before long, the two men were beaten by him until they were rolling on the ground bloodied, hugging their heads and begging for mercy continuously, shouting: “Stop hitting, stop hitting, stop hitting.”

But he seemed to have completely lost his rationality. Eyes red, he went to a nearby spot and grabbed an iron rod before coming back.

“—Ahhh!”

Amidst the screams, Xie Ci stepped on one person’s head and viciously swung the iron rod at them, again and again.

A chorus of anguished howls filled the air.

Xu You, having survived the ordeal, hadn’t even caught her breath yet, tears streaming nonstop. Seeing blood on the ground, she was scared senseless, crawling over while crying out, only able to keep calling: “Xie Ci, Xie Ci, Xie Ci…”

Hearing Xu You’s crying, Xie Ci paused in his actions. He turned his head to look. Xu You was kneeling on the ground not far away, messy black hair draped over her snow-white shoulders, her small face streaked with tears, continuously calling his name.

She was sobbing so hard she couldn’t catch her breath.

Xie Ci held back for a moment, walked over, took several deep breaths to regain his rationality, then crouched down in front of Xu You, his voice hoarse and unable to speak.

His entire body was stained with streaks of blood not yet dried, the murderous aura in his eyes not yet dissipated from the recent conflict.

Xu You was in a daze, her spirit and heart already on the verge of collapse. Still in shock, she suddenly threw herself into Xie Ci’s arms, her head against his shoulder, choking out: “Are you okay, Xie Ci, are you okay…”

Two or three seconds of silence.

Xie Ci raised his hand, pressing one hand against the back of her head, his voice stiff as he comforted her: “Don’t be afraid.”

From childhood to adulthood, that fearless great demon king who had no heart and no conscience experienced for the first time the feeling of his heart aching and hurting for a girl.

After Xu You’s emotions calmed down slightly, Xie Ci helped her stand up, letting her lean against him.

He took out his phone and made a call.

After a few rings, the other side answered.

Xie Ci’s voice was cold as he said directly: “Parking garage, bring some people down.”

—

Before long, Zeng Qilin arrived with a group of people.

The two men who had been beaten lay on the ground, barely conscious, their faces covered in blood.

When he saw this scene, he raised an eyebrow and looked at his younger brother.

Xie Ci was looking down, holding a girl in his arms, saying something in a low voice.

Zeng Qilin kicked aside the iron rod on the ground, walked over, and asked: “What happened?”

Xie Ci looked up. Seeing it was him, his first words were: “Get rid of those two.”

“You little punk.”

Zeng Qilin was amused despite his anger. He lifted his chin. “You okay?”

Xie Ci frowned. “Get me a jacket.”

While the two brothers talked there, the remaining people exchanged glances with each other, holding their weapons, not knowing what to do.

Xie Ci draped the jacket over Xu You, holding her hand and preparing to leave.

After walking two steps, as if remembering something, he shouted to the person making a phone call not far away, “Bro, give me your car keys.”

Xu You still hadn’t recovered at all, obediently letting herself be led.

Her fingers were cold and soft, held in the palm of his hand.

Xie Ci drove the car out of the underground garage. Outside, the sky had darkened somewhat, and streetlights lit up one by one along the roadside.

He kept glancing at Xu You in the rearview mirror.

She kept her head down so her expression couldn’t be seen. She remained completely silent, wearing the oversized jacket, looking thin and small.

The car turned a corner and drove onto the main road, gradually accelerating.

“Where do you want to go?” Xie Ci pressed down the car window, letting the night breeze blow in, and turned to ask Xu You.

She didn’t react for a long time.

“Xu You?” He called her name.

Xie Ci steered with one hand, pulling the car to the roadside. After the engine stopped, he leaned over, lifting Xu You’s chin with his hand. “Hey…”

When she raised her head, her eyes were full of tears, falling continuously.

“I… I…” Xu You said two words, then choked up again. She raised the back of her hand to wipe away the tears that kept falling. “I’m sorry…”

Xie Ci’s heart clenched. He frowned hard, pulling several tissues from the tissue box and stuffing them roughly into her hands, at a loss as he said: “You, tsk, stop crying already.”

“Okay.” Xu You agreed, but still couldn’t control her tears.

Her hands hanging at her sides clenched tightly. She shook her head, moved her lips, and struggled to say: “You… you… just take me back to school, thank you…”

Looking like this, she couldn’t be more pitiful.

His heart ached.

“Fuck.” Xie Ci cursed under his breath.

This was the first time he had no idea what to do with a crying girl.

Not the impatient kind—it was just that his heart felt oppressed and sour, he felt very agitated, yet didn’t know what to do.

The night breeze from outside carried a slight chill, blowing in through the window.

“Hey, I’m begging you, little ancestor, can you please stop crying?”

Xie Ci propped his hand on Xu You’s seat, lowering his head to lean over and look at her expression. “Should I take you somewhere fun?”

Chapter 22: Night Market
“I want to go back to school.”

“How can you go back to school looking like this?”

Xie Ci stared at her profile, raising his eyebrows slightly. “Why don’t I take you back right now to find—”

Before he could finish speaking, the phone Xu You was clutching tightly rang again.

She lowered her gaze and glanced at the caller display.

After a long moment.

Xu You sniffled, coughed a few times, composed her voice, and pretended to answer nonchalantly.

She said “hello” in a low voice.

Fu Xueli’s voice was very anxious, asking hurriedly: “You You, why aren’t you answering your phone? Did something happen?”

The background noise on her end was very chaotic, with many people’s voices mixed together.

“Nothing… I…” After saying two words, Xu You was about to choke up again.

Xie Ci snatched her phone in one swift motion and put it to his own ear. “Xu You is with me, don’t worry about it.”

“Where are you guys right now?! I just called you, why didn’t you answer? I’m fucking worried to death.”

Fu Xueli went on a tirade on the phone.

She had originally wanted to go find Xu You herself just now, but since she wasn’t very familiar with the parking garage location, she had asked Xie Ci to go pick Xu You up. As a result, once he went down there it was ages—Xu You was nowhere to be found, her phone couldn’t be reached, and Xie Ci also didn’t come back for quite a while.

Then, having no choice, she hurriedly rushed to the parking garage planning to look herself, but as soon as she exited the elevator doors, she was stopped by two security guards.

Fu Xueli was already anxious, and being blocked made her even more furious. Her temper flared up as she demanded loudly: “What are you doing? I’m looking for my friend, get out of the way!”

The two security guards wouldn’t let her pass, explaining very politely: “Sorry miss, there’s a situation being handled inside.”

“What situation?! My friend is still in there!”

As Fu Xueli was dealing with them, she vaguely heard a few weak wails from the empty parking garage.

Being someone who knew her way around, she knew something wasn’t quite right, so she stood there continuously calling Xie Ci and Xu You frantically.

After calling for about ten-plus minutes, Xu You’s phone finally connected.

“I’ll take her back to school in a bit.” Xie Ci answered unhurriedly, his eyes glancing to the side.

Fu Xueli was furious, practically shouting: “Take her my ass, you bring Xu You back and I’ll accompany her back to school myself.”

Xie Ci clicked his tongue. “My car’s already on the road.”

Fu Xueli asked him: “What exactly happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“You think I’m stupid?”

Fu Xueli was too lazy to waste words with him and said coldly: “Why is the parking garage sealed off? What’s going on inside?”

Xie Ci took his time, casually making things up: “Oh, just when Xu You and I were coming out, we ran into a group of thugs and got into a bit of conflict. They had more people so we couldn’t beat them, so I took her and ran. After running away I was still angry, so I called my brother to bring people down to have a little exchange with that group…”

Fu Xueli: ……

“Alright, that’s it then.” Without waiting for her to speak, Xie Ci directly ended the call.

After hanging up, the car was silent again.

Xie Ci bent one hand and rested it on the window edge. The back of his hand propped against his head, he lowered his eyes and casually played with Xu You’s phone.

After some time passed, he suddenly asked: “Hey, you didn’t save my number?”

Xu You turned her head and silently took back her phone. Her eyes looked weary, her voice hoarse: “Thank you for today.”

After a pause, Xu You continued: “Don’t tell Xueli.”

“Mm.” He agreed.

“Don’t tell anyone else either.” She added.

Xie Ci lazily hummed in acknowledgment. His head tilted back slightly, resting against the seat as he looked her up and down.

After a while, he opened the small drawer in the car and took out several hundred-yuan bills.

“Wait for me.” After giving this instruction, he opened the car door and got out.

Xu You turned her head.

The car door slammed shut with a bang, the car body shook violently, causing her body to tremble as well.

He crossed the street, his whole body dirty with grime and dried bloodstains. Xie Ci turned into a twenty-four-hour convenience store without looking back, raising the car keys in his hand.

Sitting in the car, Xu You heard a click as the car lights flashed.

The car was locked.

Almost simultaneously, the phone in her hand vibrated. Xu You picked it up—the contact “Xie Ci” had sent a text message:

—Afraid you’ll run away.

Xie Ci didn’t take long to return, holding a T-shirt and two packages of wet wipes in his hands.

He got in the car, closed the door, and tossed a pack of wipes into Xu You’s lap.

She sat there without any movement until Xie Ci asked: “Want me to wipe you down myself?”

“I want to go back to school as soon as possible.”

“I know.” He said.

“I need to go back to school.” She repeated again.

Xie Ci really had no temper left after being worn down by her.

He lowered his head to unwrap a pack of wipes, pulled one out, and said while wiping the dirt off his fingers: “It’s six-thirty now, right? I’ll deliver you to the school gate at exactly eight o’clock, okay?”

Very quiet. No one responded.

Xie Ci tried again tentatively: “Pretty please?”

The car was stopped near the sidewalk. Occasionally elderly people and children taking walks passed by, casting curious glances into the car.

The night breeze passed through the vehicle, bringing a wave of coolness.

Xu You sat there. Her tears had run dry, but her mind was suddenly very quiet. She couldn’t think of anything—it was just blank.

The dried tears on her cheeks made her skin feel tight and uncomfortable.

Xu You was too tired to think about anything more or argue about anything. She silently picked up the mint-green package of wet wipes on her lap.

Xie Ci was leaning against the steering wheel, his gaze lingering on her for a moment. Only after confirming she had tacitly agreed did he relax and smile, clearing his throat. “Turn your head away for a second, I need to change clothes.”

Xu You looked at him quietly, then turned her head toward the car window.

The window on the other side slowly rose, isolating the noise from the outside world.

He crossed his arms and pulled his shirt over his head, exposing his lean waist. His voice muffled from inside, he said: “Don’t secretly turn your head back and take advantage of me.”

“Got it.”

She responded slowly.

—

This city was especially lively at night—neon lights flashing brightly, endless streams of traffic.

They walked along with the crowded flow of people, aimlessly wandering through the nearby night market.

Music with a strong rhythm flowed out from two-yuan accessory shops. Seafood restaurants, small noodle shops, street stalls displaying grilled gluten and lamb skewers—many unknown food aromas mixed together.

Xu You wore the oversized black jacket, zipper pulled all the way up, completely enveloping her slender body. She quietly followed beside Xie Ci, taking small bites of the red bean paste bread in her hand.

“What do you like to eat?” Xie Ci’s black short hair stood messily on his head. Hands in his pockets, he led Xu You wandering around freely and casually.

Xu You chewed twice, swallowed the food in her mouth, and said softly: “This is good enough for me.”

“You can get full on just that?” Xie Ci looked down at the thing in her hand and said skeptically: “Even the little dog at my house eats more than you.”

“Mm.” She made a sound of acknowledgment and said nothing more.

They continued on their way, walking to a small river at the night market.

That was the liveliest spot. Various children gathered there playing games, there was an old man selling sugar figurines, and young people sat on the grass chatting and laughing.

Xie Ci’s eyes wandered around until he suddenly spotted a place.

He raised his eyebrows and pulled Xu You by the wrist, squeezing toward that spot.

At a street stall, there was a mass of people crowded in front—more than half were adults bringing children to play.

“Boss, how much to play this once?” After Xie Ci positioned himself, still not letting go of Xu You, he used his height advantage to shout toward the busy boss inside.

The stall owner was a pudgy middle-aged man currently busy collecting money. Without lifting his head, he said: “Look beside you, it’s written on the sign.”

The stall had everything displayed—small items like rotating music boxes and ceramic Doraemon figures, to large brown teddy bears over a meter tall.

A whiteboard stood nearby with crooked writing in thick blue marker:

Ten yuan for ten rings, hit it and take it home.

The boss over there was still hawking his business.

Xie Ci looked down and said to the girl beside him: “Hey, watch this—today I’m going to make this boss go bankrupt.”

After confidently declaring this, without caring whether Xu You was willing or not, he forcibly pulled her over.

“Boss, give me ten rings.” Xie Ci fished money out of his pocket and handed it over.

The boss glanced at him, passed over the rings, then lowered his head to make change.

“Boss, how can I ring the bear with such small rings?” Xie Ci toyed with the thin wire rings, somewhat puzzled.

The boss gave him his change, thinking to himself that this tall, thin young man looked quite handsome—how could he be so dim-witted? He rolled his eyes and said irritably: “Who told you to ring the bear?”

“But I want it.” Xie Ci said matter-of-factly, then got a bit angry. “Why display it if you’re not selling?”

“Hey, you little punk.”

The boss got impatient and shouted at them, pointing at a white line drawn with chalk beside them. “See that? You stand here and throw. If you hit that water bottle at the very back, you can take the bear. If you can hit any of the ones in front, take those too!”

Xie Ci seriously estimated the distance and complained again: “That far?”

He wanted to argue more, but Xu You couldn’t help reaching out to tug at the hem of Xie Ci’s shirt. “Hurry up, there are people waiting.”

When everything was finally ready.

People crowded around them, everyone excitedly pressed together.

A young mother holding a child pointed at Xie Ci and said: “Watch big brother throw things for big sister.”

The child flailed about, shouting loudly: “I want the little goldfish, I want the little goldfish, I want to throw too.”

…

Xie Ci was quite serious, standing in place and even doing some stretches to limber up.

Seeing him like this, the people around thought he must be pretty good.

Xu You quietly stood to the side.

Before throwing the first one, Xie Ci turned his head and asked her: “What do you like?”

Xu You, seeing him acting like a little kid, couldn’t help but shake her head and say: “Just hurry up.”

Then he decided on his own. Standing at the white line, bending slightly at the waist, he concentrated and extended his arm to throw the first ring.

Missed.

The crowd let out a chorus of disappointed sighs.

The second one.

Missed again.

Third, fourth, fifth…

Xie Ci threw all ten in succession without hitting even the closest target.

After finishing, he stood there empty-handed.

Standing in place, silently making eye contact with Xu You. Actually, thinking about it, it was quite embarrassing—when had the tyrannical big boss of No. 1 High ever lost face like this?

Xie Ci, unwilling to accept defeat, went to buy another ten rings from the boss.

When he came back, Xu You saw his eager-to-try expression and let out an imperceptible sigh.

She shook her head, walked over to stand beside Xie Ci, took the rings from his hand, and said in a low voice: “Let me do it.”

Then.

Xu You stood there, eyes on the small items before her, quiet for a moment.

She made her move, tossed, and ringed a small gift box.

Another ring—she got the goldfish bowl.

Exclamations of amazement rose from the crowd.

…

The last ring—Xu You weighed it in her hand for a while. The evening breeze blew gently, lifting her loose black hair. The hem of her pure white dress flapped against her calves.

The thin wire ring left her hand, flying straight forward in a perfect arc.

With a ding, it landed steadily around the water bottle at the very back.

The surrounding crowd erupted in cheers, applause breaking out.

This was a true master among the common people!

Xie Ci was completely stunned, staring blankly at everything happening before him.

The boss, looking rather displeased, took out the big bear and handed it into Xu You’s arms.

Xu You took it with one arm, thanked him quietly, then negotiated: “I don’t want the other things—can I have the little goldfish?”

The boss naturally had no objection.

Xu You nodded, walked forward and crouched down to pick up the little goldfish.

She looked up, searched around, and spotted that young mother.

Xu You walked over and personally handed the item to that little child. “The little goldfish.”

—

After finishing their stroll through the night market, it was almost eight o’clock.

They retraced their path back. Xu You walked in front holding the bear, silently walking.

Xie Ci, hands in his pockets, followed slowly behind.

Reaching the roadside, the sky gradually darkened, streetlights stretching her shadow long.

“Hey, you’re full of hidden talents.” Xie Ci suddenly laughed, quickening his steps to catch up with her. “Didn’t see that coming, Xu You.”

Xu You made a sound of acknowledgment. She said: “Because you’re too stupid.”

Xie Ci sucked in a breath and continued listening to her.

“That kind of ring has an uneven distribution of center of gravity—the front is heavier. Plus with the wind, you can’t throw directly at the target. You have to shift the angle slightly to the side and also consider the height of the arc.”

She looked at him. “You don’t study properly at school, so you don’t know anything.”

Xie Ci stared at Xu You, teasing her: “A top student is a top student indeed. I’m impressed.”

He had that frivolous, unserious look again. Xu You couldn’t be bothered to respond and looked away, continuing forward.

Xie Ci chuckled and lazily continued following behind her.

After walking a few steps.

Xu You suddenly stopped.

Xie Ci’s footsteps also halted. Just as he was about to ask what was wrong, he saw her turn back.

She held out the big bear she’d been carrying in the crook of her arm to Xie Ci, tilting her head up slightly to look at him, saying seriously: “This is for you.”

People flowed past them in both directions.

Xu You looked up, her dark, clear eyes quietly meeting his gaze.

Light and shadow of varying depths swept across her.

Xie Ci’s breath caught.

For the first time in his entire life, his face turned red.

Chapter 23: Rogue
At eight o’clock in the evening, the car stopped steadily in front of Linshi No. 1 High School’s entrance.

Xie Ci glanced at Xu You from the rearview mirror.

Under the soft, pale yellow light, she had her eyes closed, her head tilted to the side against the seat, her face weary.

She seemed to have fallen asleep.

He turned off the engine. With the noise of the motor gone, it was so quiet that only her faint breathing could be heard.

Xie Ci’s fingertips unconsciously tapped the steering wheel. He turned his head, looking her over discreetly.

A pale, delicate little face.

The black jacket draped casually over her was still too large for her thin, slender body. The hollow of her collarbone was exposed, a stretch of snow-white skin.

The night was terribly quiet.

The more he looked, the more thirsty he felt. Slowly, his body leaned over without making a sound.

Little by little, getting closer and closer to her.

Xu You’s breathing was very faint, her chest rising and falling slowly.

His lips touched a small patch of skin on her neck.

Xie Ci felt he was probably a bit perverted. He always liked smelling that scent on her, enjoying the feeling of every breath in and out being surrounded by the soft, cool hint of fragrance from her body.

Immersed in it, he couldn’t help but nuzzle with his cheek and extend the tip of his tongue to lick lightly.

Wanting to know what this taste was.

He felt a heat rising below. His entire being was enveloped by an unknown desire and pleasure, surging up from his stomach, a hunger that reached straight to his spine.

So hungry.

Suddenly startling awake, Xu You shuddered. She opened her eyes, took a moment to react, not knowing where she was.

The person in the driver’s seat was nowhere to be seen, and the car engine was off.

Xu You rubbed her eyes, sat up, unbuckled her seatbelt, and got out of the car.

As soon as she looked up, she saw Xie Ci with his back to her, leaning against the car hood, head down smoking a cigarette.

He knew she had gotten out of the car, but didn’t turn around.

Xu You closed the car door and said to his back: “Xie Ci, I’m leaving.”

At the distant edge of the sky, the starlight was dim. Her figure gradually disappeared into the darkness.

Xie Ci withdrew his gaze and exhaled a puff of smoke.

The white smoke dissipated in the night breeze.

—

After dinner in the evening, Li Jieyi called together a group of people and got a hotel room to play cards.

By the time Xie Ci arrived, it was almost ten o’clock.

In the room, the sound of mahjong tiles clashing together rattled noisily, with vague shouts coming through.

As he pushed open the door and entered, he heard Song Yifan’s wail.

“Holy crap, why am I the dealer again?”

A round had just ended. Li Jieyi was happily collecting money when he looked up and saw Xie Ci coming over. He said “Yo” with amusement: “Ah Ci, what are you doing carrying a stuffed animal?”

Song Yifan turned around at the sound, his eyes widening. “Damn, Xie Ci, where’d you get that bear?”

“Oh my, it’s so cute.” Chen Jingyi excitedly ran to his side, bent down, and touched the big yellow bear’s ears with her hand.

She played with it fondly, then lifted her head with curved eyes, her tone somewhat coquettish: “Ah Ci, can you give it to me?”

Xie Ci didn’t answer, only said indifferently to Song Yifan: “Get up, let me play.”

“Sure, sure, sure. You’ve got money, you play.” Song Yifan said as he moved aside.

At the card table was also a girl from Class 4 who had a good relationship with Chen Jingyi.

Xie Ci sat down, placed the bear sideways across his lap, and started shuffling the tiles.

Who knows if girls are born with a natural love for stuffed animals. Sitting across from Xie Ci, she propped her chin on her hand and said with a smile: “Xie Ci, where did you buy this bear? It’s so cute.”

“Didn’t buy it.”

“Huh?”

Xie Ci’s gaze lowered to look at the tiles in his hand. He said casually: “My wife gave it to me.”

Chen Jingyi stopped what she was doing, slightly stunned.

Li Jieyi reacted quickly though, catching the key point: “You changed again already?”

“Not that fast, right?”

Song Yifan pulled over a stool to sit beside them, cracking sunflower seeds and casting a suspicious glance at Xie Ci.

He played a tile, knocking it on the table with a crisp sound.

“What’s it to you guys?”

“Well, listen to you talk.” Li Jieyi picked up the cigarette pack and shook out one. Just as he put it in his mouth and pressed the lighter, he heard Xie Ci speak.

“Don’t smoke here.”

Li Jieyi’s movement paused, his eyes sliding over: “So now my smoking bothers you too?”

Xie Ci made a sound of acknowledgment and said: “Don’t make my bear stink.”

At these words, everyone at the card table: ……….

Li Jieyi nearly spat.

“For this damn bear, you’ve become ridiculously effeminate, Xie Ci.”

—

School days passed by plainly and simply. In the blink of an eye, it was mid-November.

After the second period in the morning, before the break-time run, the homeroom teacher came into the classroom with a stack of papers.

“Return to your seats. I’ll finish speaking quickly, then you can assemble for the run.”

Xu You was sitting in the first row. She stopped her pen and closed her book to look toward the podium.

Xu Huiru roughly divided the stack of papers into several portions and tossed them onto the desks of the first-row students in each column, having them distribute them one by one.

Xu You picked up the paper on her desk and glanced down at it.

Class division preference form.

She got up and distributed the papers one by one.

Xu Huiru was still speaking from the podium: “Take this form home now, discuss with your parents at noon whether to study humanities or sciences, and hand it to me tomorrow morning. The class monitor will collect them and put them in my office. Also, as I told you before, the school administration has issued a regulation—starting today, we’ll begin having evening self-study until eight o’clock. Those with special circumstances should come ask me for leave individually.”

This announcement caused an uproar in the classroom.

When Xu You had distributed forms to the back of Group 2, someone shouted something, and that cluster of boys lounging together suddenly started loudly jeering with suggestive laughter.

Not understanding what was happening, she looked up.

Her gaze happened to collide with someone’s.

Xie Ci also had a faint smile on his face, chewing gum, one hand resting on the desk twirling a pen, leaning back in his chair looking up at her.

He had gotten a haircut at some point—the hair on both sides was shaved very short, black tousled hair hanging over his forehead.

Xu You gave him an imperceptible nod as a greeting, then withdrew her gaze and continued distributing materials with her head down.

By the time she reached the back, she had run out of forms with two rows remaining.

“Wait, I don’t have one.” Xie Ci deliberately called out to her, his face showing a playful, joking smile.

Xu You nodded and said to him: “You guys go to the podium and ask the teacher for them.”

After speaking, she turned and walked away.

Xu Xiaocheng snorted with laughter, leaned over, and mocked Xie Ci: “Why do I feel like she’s pretty cold toward you?”

“This shouldn’t be happening, my dear Ci. How did you miss your shot?” Xu Xiaocheng added with a sleazy laugh.

Those in their group all knew that Xie Ci seemed to have some interest in that new top-student transfer student in their class. It’s just that after all this time, she still seemed indifferent to him.

He’d been hit where it hurt.

Xie Ci looked up, too lazy to respond, and directly kicked him.

“Hey, hey, hey, don’t take your anger out on me.” Xu Xiaocheng patted his pants and leaned over to put his arm around Xie Ci’s neck. “I’m saying you don’t have as much experience chasing girls as I do. Want me to teach you a few moves, buddy?”

Xie Ci removed his arm from his neck and twisted it hard, saying irritably: “Get lost and play somewhere else. Don’t bother your Brother Ci.”

As the two scuffled with each other, Song Yifan’s voice suddenly came from behind: “Ah Ci has been really irritable lately. I’m guessing it’s because of sexual frustration.”

Xie Ci threw a book at his face and cursed: “You get lost too.”

—

During the break-time run, the second-year students ran three laps around the teaching building. First, each class in the grade lined up in formation, then when the music started, they ran following the cadence in the music.

Class 9 of the second year was always the target of criticism from the grade director.

Every time their formation was dragging and messy, and the boys liked to goof around, horsing about with each other.

This time was no different. They had just finished one lap when the grade director stood on the second floor with hands on hips, shouting into a microphone: “That group from Class 9, you better run properly! If you don’t run well, you’ll run an extra lap!”

Xu You wiped the sweat from her forehead.

She had never been good at sports since childhood. Running and such were not her strong suits. Every time the running exercise required two laps, it was already enough to exhaust her, and now there was an extra lap.

Xu You panted slightly. Noticing her shoelaces had come a bit loose, she slowed down slightly, preparing to step out of formation to tie them, when a group of boys rushed past her, forcibly separating her from the girls’ line.

Xu You stood stunned, looking up at those tall boys blocking her path.

“What are you doing?” She spoke up.

“Acting on someone’s behalf.” The boy in front laughed while running, not turning his head.

There were three rows of boys. Xu You’s position now was sandwiched between the first and second rows.

Speechless, she prepared to cut across the formation when suddenly an arm reached out and grabbed her.

“Why are you running in front of me, trying to attract my attention?” Xie Ci’s impudent voice rang out.

Xu You was basically being dragged along by him. She wanted to break free but couldn’t. Getting a bit angry, she frowned and swatted his arm. “Don’t pull me, let go!”

Xie Ci clicked his tongue, casually glancing at her. “Stop touching me all the time.”

The people around kept their eyes on their noses, noses on their mouths, mouths watching their hearts, not daring to witness the boss “flirting.”

Xu You reached out to pinch him, twisting up a piece of flesh. “Are you letting go or not? If you don’t, I’m going to get angry.”

She wasn’t afraid of Xie Ci now; it was just that sometimes he annoyed her with his shameless persistence.

Xie Ci lowered his eyes to look at her, saying quietly: “Your temper’s really grown lately.”

After finishing the run, everyone dispersed on the spot.

Xu You took out her campus card from her pocket, went to the store to buy a bottle of water, and came out. She unscrewed the cap and walked toward the classroom. Just after taking two sips of water, someone followed beside her.

Xie Ci had his jacket slung over his shoulder, his smile a bit wild. “What a coincidence.”

Around them was also a surging crowd, students packed densely together.

The distance between them was squeezed closer.

It seemed that since that day they went out to play, their relationship had become slightly better, though Xu You still didn’t really talk to him much in class. However, the two weren’t quite like friends—it was hard to say exactly what they were.

Xu You glanced at him. “Why are you so idle all day long?”

“Either sleeping or playing.” She added.

Xie Ci thought for a moment, tilted his head slightly, and replied in a very good mood: “Can’t tell that you pay so much attention to me.”

“…….”

Knowing full well that he was just being frivolous and liked to tease her, Xu You still couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

They walked silently, one tall and one short.

Xie Ci suddenly snatched the water bottle from her hand, unscrewed the cap, tilted his head back and took a sip, his lips touching the bottle opening.

Xu You ignored him and walked on silently by herself.

“The bear you gave me—I hug it to sleep in bed every night.” He licked away the water droplets at the corner of his lips, pretending to say casually.

“Mm.”

Hearing this, she felt like laughing a bit, thinking Xie Ci was like a little kid.

It’s just that sometimes he liked to act like a rogue—his personality both violent and innocent, a bit contradictory.

Noticing he was standing too close, Xu You inconspicuously took a step to the side. “Isn’t it dirty? It’s all dusty.”

Xie Ci immediately said: “I washed it.”

The topic ended there. Silent again.

Holding it in for a long time.

As they were about to reach the stairwell, Xie Ci couldn’t help but get handsy again.

He forcibly pulled and dragged Xu You, hauling her to a corner with few people, where the lighting was somewhat dim.

Xu You’s school uniform was almost pulled off by him. She frowned, lowered her head to straighten her clothes, and said impatiently: “What are you being crazy about now?”

“No, I just want to ask you a question.”

Xie Ci’s tone lost its flippant quality. His eyes were dark, showing a hint of seriousness.

“When exactly will you become my girlfriend?”

Chapter 24: Temper
Xu You just stood in front of him, very quiet, as if she hadn’t understood what he said.

Until Xie Ci reached out and lifted her chin. He lowered his head to find her eyes. “Mm?”

Xu You furrowed her brows, shaking her head trying to throw off his hand.

Xie Ci gripped her shoulder with one hand, his fingers tightly pinching the skin on her chin. His eyes were pitch black and dark.

Xu You swatted at him. “Xie Ci, let go. You’re hurting me.”

This corner wasn’t too secluded—occasionally two or three students passed by.

He released his hold on her. Xu You immediately looked down at her watch.

There were still five minutes until the next class.

She took a step back, looked at Xie Ci, and said quietly but very seriously: “You’re so young—don’t think about these kinds of things all day long.”

After speaking, she shifted her gaze away, planning to leave.

Xie Ci reacted quickly, stepping aside to grab her arm, his brows furrowing: “Hey, I’m really annoyed right now. Can you stop being so stuffy?”

Xu You stopped in her tracks, thought for a moment, and after a long pause, she nodded: “We’ll see.”

Xie Ci was irritated and frustrated by her perfunctory attitude. He took a deep breath. “You’re just pretending with me.”

Xu You remained motionless, not responding, as if lost in thought.

He asked, “Is it because I’ve been too good to you?”

She remained silent.

The two stood there in a stalemate, looking at each other wordlessly. The class bell rang across the campus.

“Fuck, forget it.”

He suddenly lost his temper, threw out this sentence, and walked away, leaving her with his retreating back.

Xu You stood there for a while.

When she entered the classroom, the teacher was lecturing from the podium.

Xu You stood at the door, raised her hand, and called out a report.

The teacher frowned. Seeing it was her, she didn’t make things too difficult and nodded, letting Xu You return to her seat.

“Where did you go?” Zheng Xiaolin leaned over, lowering her voice hesitantly: “I just saw you walking with Xie Ci, and I thought you…”

Xu You lowered her head to take out her book, opened her pencil case, and pressed her index finger to her lips: “Shh, we’ll talk after class.”

The teacher was writing on the blackboard, students were copying notes below. The originally quiet classroom was suddenly interrupted by a loud bang.

The back door was kicked open directly by someone.

The door panel hit the wall and bounced back, creaking and swaying back and forth several times.

The classmates looked back, and the teacher also stopped holding her chalk.

Xie Ci, with a cold expression on his face, walked straight to his seat and took out his phone from the drawer.

“Xie Ci, what are you doing!”

After the teacher reacted, she shouted loudly and slammed the blackboard, making a thunderous sound.

Xie Ci didn’t even give her a glance. He took his phone and walked out, completely ignoring the furious teacher behind him.

The entire class was silent—no one dared to breathe loudly.

Xu Xiaocheng gave Song Yifan a look and tilted his head.

The two of them, when no one was paying attention, crouched down and also secretly slipped out the back door.

After leaving the classroom, they walked a few steps down the stairs and called Xie Ci.

Several calls were hung up. Song Yifan persisted in dialing, and the last one finally connected.

“Oh damn, Ah Ci, what’s wrong with you now? Who provoked you?”

“………”

“What?? Where are you going now?”

“……….”

“Fu Yishun got people to mess with you? Is he tired of living?”

“……….”

Xu Xiaocheng exchanged a glance with him, grabbed the phone, and said himself: “Heipi and I came out. Where are you? We’ll come find you.”

In the classroom.

Zheng Xiaolin patted her chest with lingering fear and sighed: “Oh my god, what’s wrong with Xie Ci? I haven’t seen him get this angry in a long time…”

She remembered the last time she saw Xie Ci angry was when someone from another class came looking for trouble.

That time left an especially deep impression on Zheng Xiaolin.

It was when they had just started their first year of high school. Several tall male students from the sports class in the same grade entered the classroom and insisted on forcibly dragging out a female classmate.

The girl being pulled screamed loudly, struggling and crying.

Those people cursed and swore, not knowing what grudge or entanglement they had with that girl. In any case, they all had fierce and vicious expressions.

Some boys in the class couldn’t stand it and walked over to stop them, but were immediately pushed away by the people from the sports class.

Young people are all hot-tempered—back and forth it went.

People from both classes clashed together. During the arguing and shoving, someone knocked into Xie Ci, who was sleeping face-down on his desk.

Xie Ci was woken up. He first raised his head, and after seeing the situation clearly, asked slowly: “Who bumped into me?”

A troublemaker male student kicked his desk and cursed: “So what if I did? Don’t act tough with me, you fucking idiot.”

Xie Ci stared at that male student, waiting for him to finish.

Then.

He slowly stood up from his seat, picked up the stool beside him, and weighed it for a few seconds.

Before anyone could react, he didn’t hesitate to smash the stool directly onto that troublemaker student’s head.

Completely reckless, not holding back at all—blood was drawn on the spot.

Everyone present was scared stupid, gasping and with mouths slightly agape.

Xie Ci had just woken up, his black short hair still a bit messy. With a half-smile, he kicked away the stool at his feet and said to the people from the sports class: “Aren’t you leaving yet?”

After this incident, Xie Ci never fought in class again. But gradually word spread among the classmates—so his name was Xie Ci, the boss of the middle school division at No. 1 High.

Because usually in class, most people were a bit afraid of his status as “grade boss,” most classmates still didn’t actively provoke him.

Although Xie Ci didn’t study, he was still relatively low-key. Apart from occasionally skipping class, being late, or sleeping, he hadn’t done anything particularly outrageous.

Zheng Xiaolin asked: “You You, do you know what happened?”

Xu You kept her head down copying notes. She replied softly: “I don’t know.”

“It’s really too terrifying…”

Zheng Xiaolin turned away and also started copying homework, muttering under her breath, not knowing what she was mumbling about.

After this class ended, Xu You and Xu Xingchun were called to the office by the homeroom teacher.

Xu Huiru held the grade report in her hand, looking at their October monthly exam results.

“It’s like this.”

Xu Huiru brought them to the hallway, coughed twice, and got straight to the point: “You two are relatively outstanding students in our class, and of course also very outstanding students in the grade. Today the humanities-sciences form was distributed, so I just wanted to ask your opinions.”

Xu Xingchun spoke first. He nodded and said directly: “Sciences.”

Xu Huiru nodded to indicate she understood and asked: “Based on your grades, you’ll definitely go to the rocket class in the future. What are your thoughts?”

This time, Xu Xingchun didn’t answer quickly, standing there in silence.

Xu Huiru said to him: “The school is counting on you to be the city’s top scorer. Compared to regular classes, the rocket class has better conditions in all aspects.”

Xu You listened quietly to them talk. Her eyes lowered to look at a shadow cast by sunlight on the ground.

After talking for a while, Xu Huiru let Xu Xingchun return to the classroom first and kept Xu You alone.

She first praised her a few times. “I can see that you study very solidly in your daily work, that you can settle down to study. This monthly exam you also ranked in the top few of the grade.”

Xu You didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded.

“Your aunt told me that you previously did physics competitions?” Xu Huiru looked down again at Xu You’s grades.

In the physics column, the score was a striking 109, close to perfect.

Xu You nodded.

Xu Huiru asked again: “When did you start doing this?”

Xu You’s voice was very soft and small as she answered: “Second year of middle school.”

“Do you take it every year?”

“I didn’t sign up this year.”

“You know our school doesn’t have a competition class, right?”

“I know.”

“Mm.”

Teachers always have a lot of good feelings toward students with good grades. Xu Huiru had a bit of a smile on her face and patted her shoulder. “You should also be studying sciences in the future, right?”

Xu You nodded.

Xu Huiru looked at her and said with some emotion: “Study hard and strive to get into Tsinghua or Peking University.”

“Oh right.”

Before leaving, Xu Huiru called her back and handed Xu You a form, instructing: “Fill this out and submit it to the academic affairs office this afternoon.”

—

At noon back in the dorm, everyone was discussing the humanities-sciences division.

Xu You’s cold had been dragging on and hadn’t fully healed. She coughed twice, sat down in the chair, pulled open the drawer, took out her phone, and called her parents.

It rang a few times before connecting.

“Mom…” Xu You called softly.

Chen Xiuyun made sounds of acknowledgment twice and asked: “Ah Chai, what’s wrong? Are you doing well at the new school?”

“Pretty good.”

Xu You lowered her eyes, unconsciously playing with her fingers. “Today the teacher asked us whether we want to study humanities or sciences.”

“Of course study sciences. What future is there in studying humanities?” Father Xu took over the phone and said from the other end, “Oh right, we rented you a place outside school. Next week your mom will go take care of you—don’t stay in the dorm anymore.”

Xu You made a sound of surprise and was stunned for a moment. “Then Mom…”

“You focus on studying now, don’t worry about anything. It’s your third year—studying is what’s important.”

“Is the rented place far from school? Is it expensive?”

“Not too far. Don’t worry about these things for now.”

Xu You remained silent, listening quietly.

Father Xu kept going on and on. “Your aunt told me she’s talked with your homeroom teacher several times. Your grades at school are very good now… If it weren’t for my project being transferred here… your physics competition… sigh…”

“It’s okay, Dad.”

Xu You changed the subject. “We’re starting evening self-study today.”

“Really? Are you eating well in the school cafeteria at night?”

Xu You made a sound of acknowledgment.

Chen Xiuyun took the phone. “We’ll get the place ready in a few days. Don’t go to your aunt’s house this weekend. Live with Mom from now on. I’ll cook for you every day. Be obedient at school. In a few days I’ll go help you pack up your things from the dorm.”

Xu You agreed. “Mom, I’m obedient.”

After saying a few more things on the other end, Xu You hung up the phone.

Liao Yuemin was resting her cheek on one hand. She had just intermittently heard a few sentences of Xu You’s phone call with her parents.

“You’re moving out, You You?” she asked.

Xu You nodded.

Liao Yuemin sighed regretfully. “Sigh, the dorm is losing a top student. I won’t be able to ask you questions anymore. So sad.”

Xu You smiled gently. She said: “It’s okay. If you want to find me, you can come to our class.”

“So you’re definitely studying sciences then?”

Without waiting for Xu You to answer, Liao Yuemin said with certainty: “With grades as good as yours, how could you study humanities?”

Xu You lowered her head, playing with the phone in her hands.

She opened her contacts. She immediately saw “Xie Ci.”

Thinking of this morning and what he had said to her, Xu You became slightly distracted, her finger unconsciously opening the message inbox.

The dozen or so text messages he had sent were all there.

Xu You propped up her forehead, opening them one by one to read.

The dorm room was very quiet. Chen Xiao was holding her phone when she suddenly let out a cry of surprise: “Holy crap!”

Xu You was closest to her. She turned her head and asked: “What’s wrong?”

Chen Xiao stuttered a bit. She widened her eyes and handed over her phone. “Oh my god, look, look—the school forum. Xie Ci got into trouble. Holy crap, he actually…”

Chapter 25: Don’t Be Afraid
Hearing Chen Xiao’s exclamation, the other two people in the dorm room also gathered around.

“What’s wrong, what’s wrong?”

Chen Xiao half-covered her mouth, turned her head, pointed at her phone, and said to her roommates: “Someone posted on the forum saying that Xie Ci… he apparently assaulted a first-year underclassman and has already been reported to the school…”

The post roughly explained the time and process of what happened.

As Xu You read through it, her brows furrowed tighter and tighter.

Beside her, Chen Xiao and Liao Yuemin were talking over each other, analyzing the situation.

“It was so dark at the time—how did that underclassman know it was Xie Ci?”

“Didn’t it say? After the underclassman was rescued, although that person ran away, someone found Xie Ci’s school badge on the ground…”

“But that’s not right. During the sports festival, Xie Ci wasn’t even at school. His class and Class 4 went out to play together.”

“Look at the post. Someone from Class 4 said Xie Ci disappeared around five or six in the afternoon—no one knows where he went. Doesn’t that match up perfectly…”

“What time did something happen to that underclassman?”

“Right when Xie Ci wasn’t around, seems like it was past six in the evening. That underclassman went out to buy milk tea, and on the way back…”

“…Did something actually happen or…”

“Nothing actually happened—she was saved by someone passing by. But think about how serious this kind of thing is!! The school expelling him would be the least of the problems. If this gets blown up…” Chen Xiao’s expression was exaggerated, but she didn’t continue with the rest of her words.

Sports festival evening, five or six o’clock, a lost school badge.

No alibi witness, the timing matched up perfectly, and there was seemingly solid evidence.

Xu You put down Chen Xiao’s phone and sat quietly for a while.

She didn’t know what she was thinking about either. Her face turned pale, sweat beaded on her forehead, and her hands clenched tightly together.

—

In the afternoon class, the classmates were indeed all discussing this matter.

Xie Ci’s seat was empty, and Song Yifan was also nowhere to be seen.

The academic affairs office was in a building beside the second-year teaching building.

Xu You held the form the homeroom teacher had given her that morning and submitted it to the academic affairs office.

In the quiet corridor, only lines of light columns projected onto the tiled floor.

After submitting the form, Xu You walked out of the academic affairs office with her head down.

At a corner, passing by a door, she gradually stopped.

Principal’s office.

Sounds of intense arguing came from inside, vaguely mixed with intermittent sobbing.

“Xie Ci! You explain this to me clearly—what is going on!” A middle-aged man’s full-throated roar rang out. You could tell he was very angry right now.

A woman was very anxious, constantly urging: “Is this a joke?! Stop keeping quiet, child—say something!”

Someone was trying to mediate in a low voice.

Another somewhat shrill female voice rose higher: “You say it wasn’t you, but you can’t say what you were doing that evening?! Still won’t admit it!! My daughter went through this kind of thing, and if you still don’t speak up, I’m calling 110 right now!”

Xu You took half a step back, her hand resting on the door handle.

Suddenly someone inside exploded—not knowing if they smashed or knocked over something.

A chaos of disorder.

Xie Ci’s voice came through, cold with carelessness: “I told you I didn’t do this shit. Expel me if you want—report to the police if you want.”

Even at this point, he was still stubbornly refusing to relent, unwilling to give in.

A loud slap—a sharp crack. The force behind it sounded frightening just from the sound.

The middle-aged man said in a heavy voice: “If you don’t explain to your father clearly today what you were doing that evening from five to six o’clock, just wait for the police to come ask you!!”

“Say something, Xie Ci! Are you trying to worry me to death?!”

People kept urging anxiously, but Xie Ci remained quiet, staying silent the whole time and not explaining anything.

Xu You had an indescribable feeling in her heart. Her shoulders leaned weakly against the wall, her mind in chaotic turmoil.

…….

[About what happened today…]

[Don’t tell Xueli…]

[Mm.]

[Don’t tell anyone else either… don’t tell anyone.]

The refreshing evening breeze blowing into the car, the gentle orange-yellow sunset, the crowded throng of people…

His head leaning back against the seat, he lazily agreed with her.

Okay.

…….

Sunlight shone on her exposed skin, yet she couldn’t feel the slightest warmth.

Xu You took a deep breath, dragged her steps, and hid herself in the shadows of the corner.

She slowly crouched down along the wall, hugging her knees, her eyes staring blankly straight ahead.

The arguing continued endlessly.

The door suddenly opened—someone rushed out from inside.

Xie Ci’s eyes were cold and indifferent. He walked forward without a care, completely ignoring everyone behind him in complete chaos.

In the office were the girl’s parents, school leaders, the homeroom teacher, his parents…

In the blink of an eye, Xie Ci’s figure disappeared.

Xu You came back to her senses. After reacting for a moment, she stood up and ran down the stairs.

Chasing him downstairs, he had already walked far away, almost to the school gate.

“—Xie Ci!” Not knowing where the strength came from, Xu You stood in place and shouted out his name.

He didn’t hear her and continued walking without looking back.

Xu You gathered her energy, ran at full speed, and chased after him in one breath.

She ran until she was out of breath, bending slightly at the waist and panting.

“Xie… Xie Ci…” With great effort, Xu You grabbed his wrist.

Hearing the commotion, Xie Ci turned his head.

His gaze first stopped on Xu You’s face, which had turned red from the intense running.

Then moved downward.

Her slender white fingers gripped his wrist tightly, as if afraid he would run away.

The bell for the second period had long since rung. There were very few students in the spacious campus. The gatekeeper at the security room not far away poked his head out.

Looking over here suspiciously.

Xu You breathed heavily, her heart in her throat, unable to speak. She only knew to pull Xie Ci backward.

He frowned and just lightly tried to pull his hand away. Of course, he couldn’t.

“You… you come back with me… I’ll go with you and explain things clearly.” Xu You’s eyes were a bit red. She bit her lip hard, somewhat at a loss.

Xie Ci looked at her, staying silent for a long while.

“Say what? There’s nothing to say.”

He said in a low voice: “My parents don’t care about me anyway, so…”

“—Don’t be afraid.”

Xu You looked down at the ground, softly interrupting him, saying: “Don’t be afraid… Xie Ci.”

—

Returning to that office again, everyone inside immediately had their gazes drawn to Xu You.

Tong Dong was sitting on the sofa contacting people. Looking up, she saw her son being led in by a little girl holding his hand.

Seeing Xie Ci, the girl’s parents got agitated again.

The girl’s mother stood up abruptly, pointing at them excitedly: “You dare come back!”

Xie Ci was about to lose his temper when he felt his hand being gently squeezed. All his words got stuck in his throat.

Xu You quietly exhaled.

She inconspicuously positioned herself in front of Xie Ci. Her small frame stood with her back ramrod straight. “Hello, Auntie. My name is Xu You. I’m from Class 9, Grade 2, and I’m Xie Ci’s classmate.”

The people present didn’t know what was going on. They exchanged glances but didn’t make a sound.

You could hear a pin drop.

Only Xu You was speaking, her voice as usual very soft, but her enunciation very clear.

“On the evening of the sports festival, from five to six o’clock, Xie Ci was with me. We were in the underground parking garage at Zhengda Plaza. I believe you should be willing to check the surveillance footage. From five o’clock to eight o’clock—which is the time period when your daughter was harmed until she was rescued by a passerby—Xie Ci was with me the entire time. I can serve as a witness.”

Xie Ci’s mouth opened slightly.

It was completely quiet all around.

She stood guard in front of him, like protecting a little chick.

Yet she didn’t know that she herself was so thin and weak that it made one’s heart ache.



Chapter 26: Return
The girl’s parents also froze for a moment, the scolding that was about to burst from their mouths stuck in their throats.

The plot reversed so quickly that it caught everyone present completely off guard.

“Young lady, are you certain you were with Xie Ci at that time?”

Someone asked, their voice stern, “This is not something to joke about.”

“I’m certain… cough cough…” Xu You’s face was pale, her hand loosely formed into a fist placed before her lips as she coughed twice softly.

When she coughed, her thin, small shoulders hunched together slightly, trembling, and the ponytail tied at the back of her head loosened and slid forward over her shoulder.

Xie Ci was more than a head taller than Xu You. He stood close to her and instinctively wanted to reach out to support her arm. His arm had just moved when his own father glared fiercely at him.

He awkwardly withdrew his hand.

Xie Dongyu’s tightly furrowed brow finally relaxed somewhat.

He picked up his phone and dialed someone’s number. As soon as the other side answered, he immediately said, “Pull up the surveillance footage from the underground parking lot of Zhengda Plaza on the afternoon of October 17th.”

“……”

“What?!” Xie Dongyu stood up from the sofa and quickly walked out to the corridor.

The remaining people in the office exchanged glances with one another.

After a moment of silence, the girl’s mother started yelling at Xu You, “So whatever you say is the truth? Show us the evidence first! My daughter is so unfortunate, having to deal with this kind of thing…”

She began crying and wiping tears dramatically again.

Xu You said nothing. Instead, the grade director came forward to mediate, “Since it’s been mentioned that there’s surveillance footage, Mother Liu, please don’t be anxious. Whether or not it was our school’s student who did this is still up for discussion.”

After all, if this kind of thing became big and spread outside, it wouldn’t look good. The school administration was more inclined toward a peaceful resolution.

After arguing for a while longer, Xie Dongyu returned from making his phone call outside.

He first glanced at Xie Ci, then said in a deep voice, “The mall has footage of my son in the elevator at 5:20 PM. The surveillance shows he didn’t drive out of the mall until 6:15 PM. As for the time period when your daughter’s incident occurred, my son has sufficient evidence of being elsewhere…”

As soon as these words came out, more than half of those present breathed a sigh of relief.

—

Coming out of the principal’s office, Xu You walked ahead while Xie Ci kept his eyes on the ground, silently following all the way.

Approaching December, the temperature had suddenly dropped. Although the afternoon sunlight was bright, when the wind blew on people’s faces, it still cut painfully.

Walking past the fountain, she gradually stopped, staring at the clusters of small water jets bubbling up, lost in thought.

“That…”

Xie Ci’s sudden voice startled Xu You.

He tilted his head, leaning in very close.

“Move back a little.” Xu You wanted to push him away.

Xie Ci neither spoke nor stepped back. He just stared at her with his eyes. “Why did you help me today?”

“……” Xu You looked away.

But he remained stubbornly persistent, as if he had to get an answer.

“Don’t you really dislike me?” Xie Ci kept pressing her with questions.

Xu You remained silent. She was just a bit tired. She walked around him and sat down on the wooden bench nearby.

Xie Ci stayed where he was, standing motionless.

Xu You stretched out her legs straight, her hands propped on the edge of the bench, leaning forward slightly with a sigh.

There was still some time before class ended. If they went up now, it would disrupt classroom discipline again.

Xu You’s fingers lightly tapped the bench. After two seconds, she beckoned toward the distance, as if summoning a little puppy.

“Stop standing there.”

Her voice wasn’t loud. Her palm patted the spot beside her, “Come sit.”

Xie Ci reacted after a long moment, almost doubting he was experiencing auditory hallucinations.

He secretly observed Xu You’s expression, then quietly and obediently walked over, sitting down beside her.

The two of them sat very close, their legs almost touching. Xu You didn’t seem to notice.

For a moment, there was silence.

“Xie Ci.”

She called his name and asked, “Today, why did you argue with your father?”

Xie Ci didn’t speak. She continued, her voice slow and gentle, “Your father and mother are very worried about you too. With this kind of incident, you should have come to discuss it with me, or explained things clearly to them, to avoid—”

“Ha, they’re not worried about me at all.”

Xie Ci’s gaze turned away, his voice flat and emotionless, saying expressionlessly, “They divorced a long time ago. They each do their own thing. Who has time to care about me?”

Xu You was stunned. After a while, she said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I’m not very good at talking. Please don’t mind.”

“What, don’t tell me you helped me speak up just because my dad scolded me.” He turned his head.

Even sitting, Xie Ci was taller than Xu You. She looked up at him and said seriously, “You’re my classmate. You helped me. No matter what, I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing.”

“Can’t we just not be classmates?” He said dissatisfied, muttering.

Seeing she didn’t respond, Xie Ci continued, “Do you find me especially annoying?”

Xu You shook her head.

“Then can you stop deliberately being cold to me?”

He had been trying to hold it in, but now he couldn’t anymore.

That sudden, inescapable feeling of restlessness mixed with longing.

Really, Xie Ci had never been this agitated in his entire life.

Being influenced so deeply by a girl’s every move.

That feeling of being with her—thinking about it was never enough, yet he couldn’t put it into words.

“I haven’t been deliberate.”

Xu You’s eyes looked at the white clouds in the sky as she said calmly, “My life is different from yours. Our upbringings are different, so perhaps the ways we treat people are different too. You used to make me angry, but not to the extent that I disliked you.”

Having said this, she glanced at him. “I used to be quite afraid of you, because your temper was too bad.”

Xie Ci’s face stiffened. “Where the hell is my temper bad?”

“It’s just not good anyway.”

Xu You shook her head. “And you like to act like a thug…”

Before she could finish, everything suddenly went dark before her eyes.

Xie Ci’s face was right in front of her.

“If your mouth is so good at talking, why don’t you do stand-up comedy?”

—

School days passed just like that, plain and dull yet tedious.

After the incident involving Xie Ci was posted on the forum, it was deleted after just a few hours. Follow-up clarification posts came out as well. In any case, it didn’t stir up any major waves, and the matter just passed.

As for that junior girl, not long after, she transferred schools.

The class adjusted seating positions again, but Xu You remained in the first row without moving.

She had now changed from a boarding student to a day student. The house she rented was in a neighborhood near the school, not very far. Her mother usually took care of her.

Friday afternoons generally had few classes—one PE class and two self-study periods. After finishing those, they had the weekend off.

Xu You had been kept awake by the crying of a child downstairs last night and hadn’t managed to take a nap at noon. At this moment, her eyelids kept drooping.

She forced herself to finish a set of practice exam papers in the classroom, then tossed her books aside, laid her head on her desk, and fell into a deep sleep, not even hearing the dismissal bell.

When she woke up, there were only a scattered few people left in the classroom. It was very quiet.

Xu You yawned, gathered the books on her desk, shouldered her backpack, and left school.

The school gate area had heavy foot traffic, with crowds of people.

As she crossed the street, she was still thinking about a function problem she had just worked on.

After walking a few blocks, Xu You stopped in front of a pastry shop.

She went in and waited in line for almost half an hour. Winter days grew dark early. By the time she came out, the streetlights along the road were already lit.

Xu You carried the plastic bag in her hand, head lowered, slowly walking past lamp after lamp.

This street had very few people, hardly a soul in sight.

Walking down a slope, she descended two steps. Her body paused.

“Stop following me.” Xu You turned around.

Not far away, a dark shadow emerged.

Xie Ci had both hands in his pockets, keeping a moderate distance from her.

It had been almost a week already. Ever since Xie Ci learned that Xu You lived off-campus, he followed her home from school every single day.

He always silently followed behind, never disturbing her.

Xu You had originally intended to keep pretending she didn’t know, but gradually, the way he acted—like a stray cat following her—began to look a bit pitiful.

She stood in place for a while.

Unable to bear it, Xu You tightened her grip on the bag. She turned back, walked up to Xie Ci, and looked up to ask him.

“Where is your home?”

Xie Ci’s mind went somewhat blank.

Running out of patience with him, she tugged at his jacket. “It’s the middle of winter. Aren’t you cold following me around?”

“I’m not cold.” He answered very quickly.

Xu You asked again, “Then why are you following me?”

Back to this question again.

Her voice was soft and gentle.

Xie Ci didn’t answer. He clicked his tongue and looked elsewhere.

A cool breeze blew past. Both of them shrank their shoulders from the cold.

Xu You wore a thick coat with a school uniform draped over it—clearly a student at a glance.

They stood by the roadside. Occasionally people passed by, casting curious glances at them.

The atmosphere felt strange.

Xu You felt uncomfortable and turned to take a step forward.

The person behind her reacted quickly, catching up to walk alongside her.

The two had nothing to say to each other. They had only walked a few steps when his phone rang.

Xie Ci answered. Song Yifan’s loud voice came through carelessly from the other end, “I’m asking if you’ve walked sister-in-law home yet. What time is it already? Everyone here is waiting for you to come, Brother Ci.”

The voice was very loud and clear. It reached Xu You’s ears perfectly. She heard every word distinctly.

Xie Ci walked a few steps to the side, frowning impatiently, “I’m not going today. Stop bothering me.”

Song Yifan, afraid he would hang up, quickly said “Hey, hey” twice. “Don’t not come! We…”

Then he was directly hung up on.

His expression was quite serious as he put away his phone. When he looked up, he met Xu You’s gaze.

“Does looking at a handsome guy require such concentration?” Xie Ci started being glib again.

Xu You lowered her head and fished out a still somewhat warm green rice ball from the plastic bag, handing it to him. “Here, eat this. Go back quickly.”

Xie Ci took it without a word, but still stubbornly refused to leave.

His scoundrel nature showing through.

“Xie Ci, what exactly do you want?” Xu You had no way to deal with him. She couldn’t shake him off or convince him to leave.

She held it in for a long time, then said, “Stop following me home all the time.”

“Stand still for a moment.”

Xie Ci’s expression was hidden in the moonlight. He looked down at her, so close to him, his thin lips pressed tight.

“Xu You, I’ve been holding back for a very long time.”

After Xu You heard him say this sentence, before she could react, she only felt her shoulders being held by someone.

He quickly leaned in, mouth to mouth, and pecked her once.

Xie Ci’s breathing was heavy, hot breath exhaled by her ear. “Let me kiss you once and then I’ll leave.”

Chapter 27: Zhenzhibo Lollipop
Xie Ci brushed past her apricot-red lips, fleeting as a moment, not daring to linger.

That bit of warmth, however, sent tingles all the way to the bottom of his heart.

Xu You’s shoulders were held fixed by him. She couldn’t move.

Just that one touch froze both of them in place.

The streetlights emitted a dim yellow, warm halo. There were very few people on the street.

The cold wind of the winter night blew gently. Fingertips grew cold, and so did the neck.

“Can I kiss you one more time?” His voice dropped lower, becoming a bit hoarse. It seemed he was exercising restraint, his breathing heavy.

Before Xu You could make a sound, just as she turned her head aside, her shoulders were gripped by someone and pulled closer.

Xie Ci lowered his head and leaned in again. This time it wasn’t a light taste but forcefully sealing her lips and tongue, his movements intense.

The things in her hands fell to the ground.

Xu You’s eyes widened. She whimpered a few times. Lifting her head, she twisted her body desperately, trying to break free from Xie Ci’s restraint.

But he had already lost control, like an irritable prisoner. One hand cradled the back of her head while his wet tongue tip continuously swept across the seam of her lips, touching her teeth.

A very forceful kiss.

Saliva couldn’t be swallowed in time. Every nerve was trembling.

Xie Ci’s hand slowly slid to her slender neck and couldn’t leave anymore.

The pad of his fingers pressed against that delicate spot, rubbing back and forth.

In the end, he completely couldn’t stop.

He ignored her struggles, lowering his head even more, gently sniffing the scent on her body.

Bit by bit.

Restraint was only temporary.

Reason wasn’t there at all, because desire could never be extinguished.

—

When Xu You returned home and opened the door, she found her father sitting on the sofa.

Chen Xiuyun sat beside him knitting a sweater. Looking up and seeing Xu You, she complained, “Why are you coming back so late today?”

“I went to buy some things.” Xu You lowered her head, answering while changing her shoes.

At the dinner table, halfway through the meal, the topic of choosing between liberal arts and sciences came up again.

Father Xu put down his chopsticks. “Ah Chai, why do you keep spacing out today? I’ve had to ask you the same thing several times.”

“Ah, ah, what…” Xu You looked up with the appearance of just coming back to her senses.

Father Xu frowned. “What have you been thinking about lately? Don’t be like this at school too, or how will you study?”

The television in the living room wasn’t turned off. The voice of the evening news female host came through.

“Regarding XXX, citywide XXX complete halt of production…”

Xu You’s attention was diverted to listening.

“Your dad is asking if you’ve filled out that form.” Chen Xiuyun put a piece of meat in Xu You’s bowl, coming out to mediate. “This kind of thing should require our signatures, right?”

Xu You nodded. After a long moment, she lowered her head again, looking at the rice in her bowl, saying quietly, “I know.”

After bathing that evening, Xu You turned on the desk lamp and opened a physics exercise book.

This physics reference book was bought in her first year of high school. A thick stack, every page inside had notes and annotations written all over it.

She sat at the desk in a daze for a few seconds, flipped the book to where she hadn’t finished last time, pulled out a sheet of scratch paper, and continued calculating.

Midway through, Chen Xiuyun came into the room once. She placed a cup of milk by Xu You’s hand and instructed, “Drink it while it’s hot. You’re resting tomorrow, so go to sleep early tonight.”

Xu You nodded. “I know, Mom.”

“Don’t blame your father for being strict with you. He just hopes the best for you.”

“Mm, I know.”

“Are you adapting to the new school? How are you getting along with your classmates? Are you still in touch with your old friends?”

“I’m adapting. I rarely contact them anymore.”

Xu You skipped the middle question, and Chen Xiuyun didn’t ask further.

Father Xu was watching television in the living room, the volume turned very low.

Chen Xiuyun looked at the scratch paper on her desk covered densely with writing, sighed inwardly, and went out, closing the door behind her.

Next week would be monthly exams again.

Xu You propped her chin with one hand, twirled the pen in her hand, and planned to continue calculating the problem she hadn’t finished.

This was a major physics problem combining electromagnetic fields and the kinetic energy theorem. She had been calculating for a long time but kept finding it wasn’t right. Her thought process was stuck at one point and couldn’t progress.

She had listed several equations, arranging them together.

Looking at those numbers and letters crowded together, Xu You became distracted for the first time.

She threw down her pen, lay on the desk, face turned to the side, staring blankly at the snow-white wall.

How could there be such a shameless person…

Xu You’s mind was a bit chaotic, her eyelashes slowly fluttering.

The phone on the bed rang.

Xu You pushed back her chair and stood up, walked to the bedside, grabbed her phone, and looked at the caller ID.

The contact name “Xie Ci” kept jumping on the screen.

Xu You froze for two seconds, her finger pausing on the disconnect button.

She didn’t use her phone much and didn’t know how to add someone to the blacklist.

The phone rang continuously several times. Chen Xiuyun heard the commotion and called from the living room, “Ah Chai, why does your phone keep ringing?”

Xu You was sitting on the edge of the bed. Hearing her mother’s call, she turned her head and answered hastily, “It’s nothing, a call from my classmate!”

In her flustered state, somehow she pressed the answer button.

After hesitating for a few seconds, she still put the phone to her ear and said, “Hello.”

No one spoke on the other end. Only the background noise was a bit loud.

The door was suddenly knocked, startling Xu You. The phone was still held to her ear.

Father Xu opened the door and poked his head in. “Whose call is it?”

“My classmate.” Xu You secretly clenched her palm, forcing herself to stay calm. “He’s asking me about a problem.”

Father Xu was suspicious. “Why is your classmate calling you at this hour? Is it a boy or a girl?”

“It’s my deskmate, a girl.”

“If you’re not doing homework, go rest. Don’t waste time.”

“I know, Dad. I’ll sleep after I finish the physics problems.”

Father Xu still had doubt between his brows, but he didn’t say much more and closed the door.

Xu You secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

A teasing voice came from the other end. Xie Ci couldn’t help but laugh. “What were you chattering about just now?”

Xu You had conversed with her dad in the Jiangnan dialect, which sounded like gibberish to outsiders.

He laughed on his end, though she didn’t know what he was laughing at. Xu You just listened silently.

“Why are you calling me?”

She waited for him to finish laughing and asked very calmly.

Xie Ci squatted by the roadside, looking up at the dark curtain of the sky. He held his phone, stubbing out the cigarette held between his fingertips on the ground.

Cold wind blew across his cheeks, pouring into his neck.

“Nothing much. I miss you. Is that okay?”

—

A circle of friends was still eating and drinking at the table, drinking wine and laughing, clinking glasses with each other. The aroma of food, the smell of alcohol, and cigarette smoke swirled together.

Yet he found these activities increasingly boring.

He had drunk several bottles of wine and smoked several cigarettes. Xie Ci couldn’t muster interest in anything. Suddenly, he wanted to hear Xu You’s voice.

Her Mandarin wasn’t very good. Sometimes when she got anxious, she would still stammer and scold people in that soft voice of hers.

He took out his phone from his jacket, placed it on the table with one hand, eyes watching the phone screen as he dialed over and over.

The other end kept not answering, but didn’t disconnect either.

Song Yifan sat right next to him. With a casual glance, he could see the contact name.

He thought of Xie Ci’s countless previous relationships and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

Before, whenever they came out to play, those women would constantly call Xie Ci, either checking on him or being clingy with a few words.

Every time the calls came.

Xie Ci would just put his phone on the table, letting it ring, too lazy to answer.

His undisguised perfunctory attitude directly infuriated Song Yifan, who was still single at the time.

This guy, with this kind of dog attitude, actually still had a girlfriend.

Song Yifan said with both envy and jealous resentment, “With so many calls, why don’t you just bring your girlfriend out to play together?”

“What’s good about bringing her?” Xie Ci didn’t care at all.

“Damn, dating without being clingy—are you emotionally invested at all, brother?”

When Xie Ci expressionlessly dialed for the fourth time, Song Yifan finally couldn’t help but mock, “Dude, do you still remember what I said to you before?”

Xie Ci was absent-minded.

“What words?”

“Emotionally invested now?” Song Yifan asked tentatively.

Before he could continue, he saw Xie Ci stand up and leave his seat, pushing open the private room door and going out.

People who didn’t know the situation looked at each other.

Someone asked, “Xiao Hei, what’s Brother Ci doing leaving?”

Song Yifan leisurely crossed his legs and sighed affectedly, “It’s all karmic retribution. Your Brother Ci went to repay his debts.”

—

Xu You stared at the ground without blinking, not saying a word.

The wind on the other end was quite strong. Occasionally, she could also hear the sound of motorcycles roaring past.

“I’m going to hang up.” After Xu You finished speaking, she paused for another two seconds.

Xie Ci: “Mm?”

“Nothing…”

He laughed once. “Going to sleep so early?”

Xu You gripped her phone and couldn’t help saying, “It’s not early at all now. Who’s like you, still outside playing until so late?”

After saying this, she seemed to realize it was somewhat inappropriate and stopped talking.

“Okay, okay, okay, fine, fine, fine. You’re the good baby.” He coughed once, his tone a bit coaxing.

Another stretch of silence.

Xu You didn’t make a sound.

He suddenly said, “Can I come find you? I want to see you.”

And kiss you too.

Xu You guessed that Xie Ci had probably drunk some alcohol. His mind wasn’t very clear right now.

She said flatly, “Is there something wrong with you?”

Xie Ci gave a “heh” sound. Being scolded by her, he didn’t get angry but laughed instead. “If you scold me one more time, I’ll kiss you ten times.”

“Believe it or not?”

Her parents were urging from outside the door.

Xu You responded and wanted to hang up the call. As the phone left her ear, she heard him say, “What do I have to do for you to be with me?”

She froze.

“Just give me one chance, okay?”

“Give me one chance, and I really won’t pester you anymore after this. I promise.”

An idea floated through Xu You’s mind. She was a bit distracted.

After a long time.

She asked softly, “If you can’t do it, will you really stop pestering me?”

“………”

“Xie Ci?”

“Probably.”

Xie Ci hadn’t expected her to relent so quickly. His reaction was half a beat slow. “Don’t make it too difficult for me either.”

Her finger joints were twisted until they turned white. Xu You’s eyes looked at the window, where there was a small patch of light and shadow.

She heard herself say, “I want a box of Zhenzhibo lollipops. If you can buy them today, I’ll agree to be with you.”

His last words before hanging up were:

Don’t sleep. Wait for me to come find you.

—

Xu You turned off the lights, lifted the quilt, and climbed onto the bed.

The phone in her hand was still lit.

Thinking of the news she had heard during dinner in the evening.

Xu You opened a webpage and typed the three characters: Zhenzhibo.

Related searches popped up. The first one:

Year 20XX, Zhenzhibo completely halted production citywide.

Chapter 28: Rainy Night
It seemed that a pattering rain began to fall at night.

The cold wind outside beat against the windows. Branches were snapped and broken in the middle of the road.

Xu You curled her body up, never sleeping quite peacefully.

In the middle of the night, she was startled awake, her feet kicking out suddenly.

She didn’t know why, but in her dazed and confused state, Xu You always felt like something was weighing on her heart.

She couldn’t quite say what it was exactly. Her body just felt very weak and she couldn’t catch her breath.

She turned over and, as if possessed by a ghost, picked up the phone placed by her pillow.

Three in the morning. There was one unread text message.

Xu You didn’t react at first, staring at the phone, but the focus in her eyes scattered. Her finger unconsciously tapped open the text.

A line of words popped out.

[Come downstairs when you wake up.]

Sent two hours ago.

Oh my god…

Xu You felt a bit chaotic. Her mind was still a bit fuzzy. She didn’t process what the situation was right now.

She didn’t know if there really was such a thing as telepathy, but just as she had finished reading the text message and was preparing to put down her phone, Xie Ci’s call suddenly came in.

Xu You was startled. Her consciousness instantly became clear.

In the silent pitch darkness, the phone’s light kept jumping.

She shivered and burrowed into the quilt, answering and greeting him in a low voice.

“Answered so quickly.”

It was as if he chuckled lowly on the other end.

Xu You didn’t dare speak loudly, saying in a muffled voice, “What time even is it? Why are you calling me?”

She was afraid her voice would be too loud and wake her parents, so she changed positions, kneeling on the bed, her head buried in the crook of her arm.

However, in this position, even less oxygen could get in.

Xie Ci laughed faintly, “Fuck, I’m freezing to death. Can you hurry up and come down?”

Xu You thought he was joking.

“Now?”

“Mm.”

“Now?!” She couldn’t believe it and asked again.

“Mm.”

“………”

After waiting a few seconds, Xie Ci said seriously, “Really. I’ve been waiting two hours, sis. Do you still want your candy or not? The seas could dry up and rocks could crumble.”

Xu You was stunned at first, then said hesitantly, “I was joking.”

“I took it seriously.” His voice was very light. He wasn’t angry either.

“I’m sorry. Hurry up and go home. I need to sleep. Goodbye.”

Xu You didn’t dare wait for him to speak. She hastily finished speaking and quickly hung up the phone.

Her heart pounded rapidly.

After emerging from the quilt, she realized she was a bit oxygen-deprived. Xu You opened her mouth and breathed in several hurried breaths of fresh air.

Xu You hugged her quilt and sat on the bed, staring blankly at the pitch-black air before her for a while. She couldn’t fall asleep.

The raindrops fell heavily on the ground, as if beating into her heart.

The stray dogs in the residential complex barked a few more times.

She finally got out of bed, put on her clothes, pressed the light on the entrance wall, and quietly pushed open the door.

The predawn hours with falling rain were bitingly cold.

Xu You’s footsteps were light as she descended the stairs. She didn’t dare turn on the voice-activated lights. With one hand holding up her phone, its faint light illuminated the path.

Her nerves were taut. This was her first time experiencing the nervousness of doing something wrong.

Xu You’s home was on the fourth floor.

She went down one floor, then turned, then down another floor.

Stopping on the second-floor stairs, her hand gripped tightly to the handrail beside her. She poked her head out, trying to peer through the gap to see if anyone was on the first floor.

Outside, a torrential rain was falling. There was only one lamp at the first-floor corridor entrance.

Dim yellowish light. Xie Ci leaned against the wall, squatting on the ground, lighting and smoking a cigarette.

A faint scent of nicotine permeated the air.

Xu You covered her mouth with one hand.

His head was tilted back, exhaling a puff of smoke. Then he turned like this, meeting her gaze directly. His black hair was completely soaked. Water droplets rolled down from his eyes.

They stared at each other like this for a while, not speaking.

Xu You really had no choice anymore.

On such a cold day, at such a late hour. His body was soaked through. His jacket still had undried water stains.

Scattered cigarette butts by his feet. Xie Ci had been in the corridor’s wind gap for who knows how long.

“You…”

She struggled internally for a while, hesitantly walking down to stand before him.

“Didn’t I tell you to go back…” Xu You gripped her phone tightly, lowering her eyes, avoiding his gaze.

She had come down in a hurry, her hair hanging loose. She had only managed to throw on a jacket, not even zipping it up. The white little rabbit on the pajamas inside peeked out, its two ears drooping, like its owner—a bit dejected and cute.

The night’s cold air was thick.

Xie Ci turned his head to the side, coughed twice, and stood up.

He put his hands behind his back, tilted his head to look at Xu You, and suddenly laughed, “Guess which hand your lollipop is in.”

That look was like a child who had done something right and wanted to get praise from an adult.

In that instant, Xu You suddenly felt guilty.

She couldn’t speak.

Xie Ci continued, “You’re quite bad, Xu You. You made me search the entire city, beg so many people, and even get rained on.”

“I’m sorry…”

Xu You looked at him blankly. “I didn’t think you would really go buy it…”

“I don’t care.”

He looked a bit tired, gazing at her. “Left hand or right hand?”

She stood in place, at a loss.

“Forget it, don’t guess.”

Xie Ci waited a while, then proactively extended his right hand, presenting the Zhenzhibo lollipop before her.

Apple flavor.

A late autumn rainy night, pitch-black and cold.

The sound of wind blowing through the corridor was faint. Both of them were very cold.

Xu You finally reached out to take it, touching his fingertips—ice cold.

“I’m sorry…” This was her second apology.

Xie Ci moved closer to her. The light only illuminated a small part of his profile—his nose bridge was refined and straight.

“Hey, I don’t want to hear sorry.”

He whispered in her ear, “You keep your word. I give you the candy, you’re mine now.”

“No!”

Xu You reflexively refuted without thinking, getting a bit anxious.

His movement paused.

She didn’t know what to say, hesitating for a long time, her fingernail picking at the lollipop’s wrapper.

“Because… because…”

“Because?”

“It’s just… I…”

“Say it.”

“What I said was a box. You only bought one.”

Xu You couldn’t find a reason, so she made something up randomly.

“Must it be a box? Can’t it be one?” he asked softly.

“Mm…”

“Can you be a little flexible?”

“No, what we agreed on was a box…”

Xu You murmured an explanation, her voice becoming very small because of guilt.

“Tsk.” Xie Ci instead moved even closer.

The damp smell of rain on his body and the light scent of tobacco rushed into Xu You’s nose.

“You should have said so earlier.”

Xie Ci’s thin lips curved up slightly. His ice-cold fingertips touched her warm cheek.

Xu You took half a step back and saw him extend his left hand that had been behind his back all along.

Under the dim light, hanging from his middle finger was a whole bucket full of Zhenzhibo lollipops.

Xu You was dumbstruck, her brain crashing.

How did he hide this for so long… this person…

“Is this okay? Stop tormenting me anymore.” Xie Ci said.

He pulled her hand over, his palm enclosing her fingertips, then laughed again. “Can you be a little more obedient for me, hmm?”

From childhood until now, in sixteen years, Xu You had never had such frequent, intimate contact with any boy.

She herself hadn’t even noticed that unconsciously, she had now become quite tolerant of many of Xie Ci’s excessive actions.

The moonlight was faint. Xu You didn’t speak and didn’t move.

After a long time, she suddenly snapped back to her senses and wanted to pull back her hand.

Xie Ci didn’t let her. She lowered her head, biting her lip, struggling and using a bit of strength.

He also became stubborn, gripping Xu You’s hand tightly and not letting go.

“Right now… I haven’t considered this kind of thing.”

Xu You lowered her head, not daring to look into Xie Ci’s eyes.

“Can we talk about this issue later? I think we’re too young, and we’ve known each other for too short a time. Actually, you don’t understand me. This is too sudden, really very sudden… this isn’t appropriate… really… studying is the most important thing…”

In the quiet deep night, she deliberately lowered her voice, rambling on. Her words, however, were all jumbled up.

Xie Ci leaned against the wall, holding one of her hands, occasionally turning his head to cough a few times. Who knows how much he actually heard.

From his appearance, he probably didn’t listen much.

Having been up until so late, after Xu You finished saying a long string of words, she was also physically and mentally exhausted.

She silently accepted the bucket of Zhenzhibo lollipops from his hand, holding it against her chest, her other hand holding her phone.

“Go back early. Take some cold medicine. I need to go up now.”

“You don’t want to be my girlfriend…”

Xie Ci’s gaze stayed on her. After pausing for a while, he said slowly, “It’s useless anyway. My patience isn’t good. You can not accept me now. I can wait a period of time for you to adapt. Nothing else is up for discussion. You’re mine anyway.”

They clearly hadn’t known each other for that long, yet he didn’t know where this strong possessiveness toward Xu You came from. He even wanted to be close to her every moment.

Liking her was very direct, completely straightforward. He was too lazy even to disguise it.

Xu You knew reasoning with him wouldn’t work well, and she was also aware she was in the wrong tonight.

She quietly sighed and urged, “Go back first. Let go. I really need to go up now.”

Xie Ci was about to speak when he turned his head and coughed twice.

After coughing, he said slowly, “Let me hug you once and I’ll leave.”

His face had already grown thicker and thicker. Making this kind of request was already very natural for him. “Really just one hug. Won’t do anything else.”

Xu You remained silent.

“Promise I won’t kiss you.” He laughed once.

“I’m holding things in my hands.” she said.

Xie Ci didn’t want to waste words. His long arm swept out, pulling her into his embrace from behind her back.

The two were pressed very close together. They could almost hear each other’s breathing.

Xu You stayed motionless in silence.

She was very thin. One of his hands could completely encircle her waist.

Xie Ci’s chin rested on her shoulder blade, the tip of his nose sweeping past the soft strands of hair by her ear, lightly sniffing that scent on her slender neck.

In this kind of deep night, time itself seemed to pass especially slowly and quietly.

After a long while, he sighed with satisfaction.

“Smells so good.”

Chapter 29: Christmas
Monday was the exam. This time they would test for three days, from Monday to Wednesday.

Wednesday was Christmas. After Xu You finished her last English exam and returned to the classroom, she saw “Merry Christmas” written in huge letters with colored chalk on the blackboard.

The class was noisy and chaotic. With the arrival of the holiday and exams just having passed, everyone was in a relatively cheerful mood.

Because the classroom was used as an exam room, the class’s desks and chairs had been scrambled out of order. Xu You’s desk was in the second-to-last row.

She walked back to her seat when suddenly someone called out, “Xu You.”

Xu You turned around and found it was a male student from class whom she wasn’t very familiar with.

That male student seemed a bit shy. Standing behind Xu You, he was half a head taller than her.

There weren’t very many people in the classroom. Groups of three to five gathered at various spots comparing answers.

Xu You was puzzled and asked quietly, “What’s wrong?”

The boy scratched his head and handed Xu You a small gift box he was carrying, laughing with a “hehe” sound. “Merry Christmas.”

She was caught off guard and took two steps back, waving her hands. “No, no, I can’t accept it.”

“It’s fine, just an apple.” That male student wanted to stuff the item directly into Xu You’s arms.

Some people in class saw this scene and mischievously whistled. “Ooh, the study committee member’s heart is stirring. Flirting with a girl in broad daylight.”

Xu You was still declining when she heard a commotion outside the classroom.

A group of boys from class who had gone to play basketball had returned.

She didn’t pay attention. Suddenly, there was a huge bang behind her.

The sound of a basketball violently hitting the back door of the classroom.

Such a loud noise startled most people.

Xu You looked back and immediately saw Xie Ci. In the middle of winter, he was just wearing a black athletic short-sleeved shirt. Without any expression, he stared this way.

Their gazes collided squarely.

Xu You stared at him blankly, feeling inexplicably guilty.

The group of boys who had been playing basketball behind him also didn’t know what had happened and exchanged glances with each other.

They didn’t know who had provoked him again.

Naturally, the study committee member didn’t know what was going on either. With a confused look on his face, he just saw Xie Ci with a half-smile, calling toward this direction, “What are you guys doing?”

Song Yifan, standing beside him, secretly groaned inwardly.

Had this study committee member read himself stupid? Everyone in class knew Xie Ci had his eyes on Xu You, yet he still dared to provoke her…

“Don’t get excited, don’t be impulsive. Impulse is the devil.”

Song Yifan hurriedly stepped forward and grabbed Xie Ci’s arm. “Bro, calm down, calm down. Come take a deep breath with me.”

Xie Ci shook off his hand and cursed lightly, “Fuck off.”

Xu You didn’t know why, but she always had that feeling of a guilty thief. As if she had done something wrong and been caught.

She lowered her head and hurriedly walked back to her seat.

In the evening was English self-study. Because of Christmas, the teacher had approved showing a movie in class tonight ahead of time.

After finishing the exams, everyone went to eat, so the seats hadn’t been switched back yet.

Winter always grew dark especially quickly.

Just past six o’clock, the sky outside had already completely darkened. The classroom lights were turned off. It was pitch black. The English class representative moved the computer to the podium, turned on the projector, and squatted there fiddling with it.

The English teacher came by once midway, giving a few simple instructions—basically telling them to be quiet while watching the movie and not disturb students in other classes.

However, no one took the teacher’s words to heart.

Whether darkness made young people more excited or not, while the movie played on one side, the class was as noisy as a marketplace. The atmosphere was quite restless.

Xu You had originally wanted to go sit in the front row and watch the movie wholeheartedly, but Fu Xueli ran over to hang out with her.

She sat in the seat in front of Xu You, chatting casually with Xu You while munching on an apple.

Tonight, everyone’s emotions were exceptionally high. From some corner, bursts of laughter would sound from time to time.

Fu Xueli looked down at her phone. Suddenly remembering the matter of choosing tracks, she casually asked, “Little cutie, what are you planning to choose for liberal arts or sciences in the future?”

“Science, I guess. What about you?” Xu You propped her chin with one hand.

Fu Xueli put down her phone and thought for a while. “Xu Xingchun is going to study science, but I’m planning to study liberal arts.”

“Oh…”

Xu You rarely inquired about other people’s private matters or gossip. She nodded.

Fu Xueli continued speaking, her expression somewhat complex. “But… Xie Ci will probably also choose liberal arts…”

“………..”

Suddenly mentioning him.

After two seconds of silence, Xu You nodded. “Mm.”

The big apple in her hand was gradually eaten clean bit by bit. Fu Xueli hesitated for a long time before finally asking, “You You, you and Xie Ci… it’s just…”

She organized her words for a long time but still didn’t know how to say it.

“Mm… it’s just… don’t you think it’s very time-consuming?”

“Ah?”

Xu You felt somewhat awkward.

Fu Xueli leaned toward her side. Just as she was about to say more, from the corner of her eye she saw the back door of the classroom open. She stopped talking.

A mighty wave of boys filed in one after another.

They must have just finished eating outside. There was a smell on them.

After a while, Fu Xueli was called away.

When she went out, it was a friend from another class bringing her an apple.

Fu Xueli held up the fruit core in her hand to show. “Just ate my fill.”

Chen Jing smiled and leaned in. “Eat another one. You can keep it too.”

She stuffed the small gift box into Fu Xueli’s arms and asked as if casually, “Are Song Yifan and the others here?”

Fu Xueli knew her real intention wasn’t the wine. She lazily yawned and said, “Xie Ci and the others just went out. Come back in a bit.”

With no one talking in front anymore, Xu You continued watching the movie attentively.

It was just that her position was really too far back. The boys around her were very rowdy. Someone had even brought a flashlight. A circle of people surrounded that area playing cards.

Various shouting sounds.

Xu You was considering whether or not to move her stool forward a bit.

Because the classroom seating hadn’t been switched back yet, it was still single seats per person like during the exam. She was still sitting in the back.

Her gaze was wandering around, looking to see if there was a suitable position, when she felt a dark shadow standing beside her.

“What are you looking for?” Xie Ci’s deep voice came from above.

Xu You didn’t dare raise her head and didn’t speak.

Xie Ci’s foot casually hooked over a stool. Sprawling carelessly, he sat down beside her, his two long legs just placed in the aisle like that.

“What are you doing?” Xu You couldn’t help asking in a low voice.

Anyway, in the darkness she couldn’t see his expression very clearly, so her courage grew a little bit.

Xie Ci looked at her but didn’t speak.

Xu You felt a chill on her back from being looked at with this kind of gaze.

Fortunately, at this time someone called him.

“Brother Ci, hurry up and come watch.” Song Yifan was sitting in a seat right next to them. There were also several other boys around.

“Watch what?”

“Tsk, good stuff of course!” Song Yifan laughed lecherously.

Seeing Xie Ci wasn’t moving, some people got anxious. “Hurry up, hurry up, come together, Brother Ci. Absolutely good stuff.”

“Not watching.”

Without another word, Song Yifan, holding his lit phone, strode over in two or three steps and held it horizontally in front of Xie Ci.

He held an earbud and stuffed it into Xie Ci’s ear.

The volume was turned up a bit loud. Xu You and Xie Ci were sitting close. She vaguely heard some strange screaming sounds.

Xu You didn’t think much of it and turned her head slightly.

An image of a pair of naked people wildly entangled on a bed suddenly came into view…

Even though she was innocent, she instantly realized what this was.

Xu You instantly froze completely. Her face flushed red from the roots of her ears.

Only shock remained in her mind.

They… they were actually in the classroom… watching this kind of thing…

This kind…

Song Yifan noticed her and revealed a strange smile.

“Children can’t watch. Turn away quickly.” He held up his phone and laughed wickedly at Xu You.

Xie Ci leaned back in his chair, watched expressionlessly for a while, then took off the earbud and tossed it to Song Yifan.

“How was it?”

“How was what?”

Song Yifan looked at his friend with a face full of teasing. “Playing dumb with me is boring.”

“Not much.”

“Was it hot or not?”

“This woman’s moaning is a bit exaggerated.” Xie Ci commented flatly.

Song Yifan laughed and cursed, “Fuck.”

Xu You kept her face buried in her arms. At this moment, she was too embarrassed to lift her head at all.

The two brothers were still commenting on this kind of thing beside her. One was more vulgar than the other.

After saying a few more things, Song Yifan took his phone and returned to his original position, gathering together with a group of people to watch with great interest.

The key point was that while they watched, they also discussed. Their lewd laughter could be heard clearly by everyone around them.

Xu You heard Xie Ci call her. “Hey, you’re embarrassed?”

She rapidly covered her ears, turning her body away, not listening to him speak.

Xie Ci saw her like that and laughed in his throat with a muffled sound.

He still wouldn’t let it go, using his foot to touch Xu You’s calf.

Xu You was harassed to the point of extreme annoyance. Her cheeks red, she lowered her head and patted her pant leg. “Don’t touch me!”

Xie Ci moved a bit closer. “Can’t even touch now?”

“Don’t lean so close either…”

The scalding heat on her face remained. She leaned back.

Xie Ci’s jacket was open. Between breaths came a bit of alcohol smell. His hand lazily draped over Xu You’s chair. His index finger curled up, lightly tapping her back.

She was ticklish, so she dodged.

Just as they were playing enthusiastically, someone suddenly called from behind the first group, “Xie Ci!”

He turned his head.

The boy sitting in the back opened the door and shook his head to indicate outside. “There’s a girl bringing you an apple.”

After a while, seeing Xie Ci sitting in his seat without moving, that boy shouted again, “Hurry up, Brother Ci. She’s been waiting forever.”

Xu You’s gaze involuntarily looked outside.

The corridor’s voice-activated lights weren’t on. Only the incandescent lights from the class next door cast over a bit of light and shadow. Two or three girls stood there in shadowy outlines.

Xu Xiaocheng was watching a soccer match with great enthusiasm, annoyed that the boy in back had no perceptiveness at all.

He shouted in that direction, “Damn, Li Xiaoqiang, hurry up and close the fucking door. It’s freezing.”

Really stupid.

Xie Ci didn’t even lift his eyelids.

Xu You lay on the desk. The finger on her back was still flicking on and off.

She straightened up. With a “pa” sound, she knocked away his hand and dodged to the side a bit. “Don’t mess with me. So annoying.”

“Yo ho.” He raised an eyebrow, smiling in a devil-may-care way. “Your temper’s not small.”

Xu You stared at him, her lips pressed tight, not responding.

Xie Ci found her look amusing. He thought for a moment and asked neither saltily nor blandly, “What are you angry about? That someone’s giving me things? Or that I’m watching porn?”

Watching porn…

This kind of thing was just spoken so frankly from his mouth, as if it were a matter of indifference.

Xu You was stunned for that instant.

“Don’t all guys watch? Such a normal thing. What are you being awkward about?”

She reflexively retorted, “But you can’t watch it in the classroom… and…”

“And what?”

Xie Ci laughed even harder. “Don’t be jealous. Those women moaning don’t give me any reaction at all.”

Xu You belatedly realized he was teasing her again.

“Anyway, my former classmates don’t watch this kind of thing.” She was a bit defiant.

Xie Ci said, “I’m not the same as your classmates.”

“Boyfriend and male classmate are different, you know?” He continued speaking without restraint.

The class was actually quite noisy. Not many people were watching the movie properly. Everyone was doing their own thing.

Some people ate snacks, some played cards and chatted, some played on phones watching videos.

Song Yifan found the porn increasingly boring. Instead, he occasionally glanced sideways, seeing Xie Ci still flirting there. He could only consciously and silently swallow countless helpings of dog food.

Xu You placed both hands properly on the desk, eyes watching the screen, looking like she was seriously watching the movie.

The person beside her just kept bantering.

Xie Ci sighed and climbed up the pole. “Your boyfriend is too likeable. Every day so many people want to hit on me. It’s really scary.”

Xu You heard him speak in quite a serious tone. She couldn’t help replying, “You’re not a hundred-yuan bill.”

Just as the words fell.

Xie Ci suddenly pointed at the floor under Xu You’s feet and said, “Hey, there’s a mouse that ran past.”

“—Ahhhh!”

Xu You’s body bounced. She screamed once, lifting her feet up.

It was pitch black underneath. She didn’t dare look carefully. With her eyes closed, her feet raised high, her voice trembling as she asked, “Are there more? Is it still down there? The mouse…”

Xie Ci hadn’t laughed at first, but later he couldn’t hold it in. He bent over laughing out loud with a “hahaha” sound.

The more he laughed, the more he couldn’t stop.

Only then did Xu You belatedly realize she’d been played.

She was a bit angry from embarrassment, but she didn’t know those swear words, so she could only sit in her seat sulking.

After Xie Ci laughed enough, he cleared his throat and leaned his body over.

“Really, your screaming sounds the best.”

He was very improper, dragging out a long trailing tone. “Just now listening to it almost sent me to heaven.”

This degree of dirty talk made Xu You clench her fists.

She couldn’t bear it anymore and kicked Xie Ci once.

“Yo, domestic violence now?”

“Xie Ci!”

“Ah?”

Xu You: “Can you watch less of that kind of thing in the future? Vulgar or not!”

“Can’t not be vulgar.”

He smiled lazily, too lazy even to talk nonsense. “I want to watch.”

“Moreover.”

Xie Ci’s Adam’s apple moved. He suddenly laughed and coughed lowly, pausing for several seconds in the darkness.

He told her word by word, “In the future, for this kind of thing, either you watch it with me, or you show me yours.”

Chapter 30: Playing with Snow
The weather had been getting colder and colder recently.

Xu You had grown up in the south since childhood. Winter’s climate there was generally quite mild and humid. These past few days, Lincheng’s temperature had plummeted steeply, approaching below zero, making her somewhat unaccustomed.

When the seasons changed, she was especially prone to catching colds. Before going out in the morning, Chen Xiuyun wrapped a green scarf knitted from wide wool yarn around her and instructed, “Eat at the cafeteria at noon. The weather forecast says there will be sleet today. Be careful on the road.”

Xu You squatted in the entrance changing into her small boots. She nodded obediently. “I know, Mom.”

Snow was rarely seen in the south. Anyway, in Xu You’s memories from childhood until now, she had almost never seen scenes like those in books—’snow clearing, clouds fading, sunlight cold.’

Walking onto the street, a small layer of white broken snow had already spread over the rooftops and ground. When shoes stepped on it, there was a light crunching sound.

Xu You found it novel. Wearing fuzzy gloves, she scooped up a handful of snow. Holding an umbrella, all along the way she studied the shape of the snowflakes.

Walking all the way over, she felt vaguely that something was strange, but couldn’t say where the strangeness lay.

When she reached school, she discovered that today there were red vests on duty at the school gate.

The red vests were a group of first-year student council members who managed school discipline.

They held small notebooks in their hands, occasionally stopping passing students.

Xu You propped the umbrella with her shoulder, took down one side of her backpack, and lowered her head to search through a pile of books for her school badge.

After searching for a while, she didn’t find it.

She felt the gloves were in the way. After taking them off, she continued groping around.

After turning everything upside down, she still didn’t have it.

Xu You raised her head and thought for a while, secretly groaning inwardly. Yesterday she definitely hadn’t put the school badge in her backpack. She had left it in the classroom.

At this time, there were still more than ten minutes until class.

She was also afraid of having her name recorded and having points deducted from the class. So she could only pace in place, caught in a dilemma.

Just as she was fretting, a familiar teasing voice came from not far away:

“Yo, standing at the school gate all armed up like this—planning to bomb the school?”

Xu You suddenly raised her head and looked toward the source of the voice.

Xie Ci walked toward her.

Two other boys she didn’t recognize were following beside him.

“Xie Ci!”

Her eyes lit up. Finally seeing a classmate from the same class, she couldn’t care about anything else. Running forward two steps, she said, “Can you help me with something?”

Xie Ci took two steps back, hands inserted in his pockets, looking down to appraise her under the umbrella.

He didn’t speak.

Xu You felt uncomfortable being looked at like this and couldn’t help backing up two steps. “What are you looking at…?”

“I’m saying you…” He tilted his head, speaking with interest. “Why are you bundled up like a bear?”

Xu You: …….

The two boys beside him burst out laughing with a “puchi” sound.

Xie Ci glanced at them lightly.

One boy pursed his lips. “Brother Ci, your girlfriend?”

“What else?”

Another person said, “Even holding an umbrella. Sister-in-law is pretty amusing, huh?”

Xie Ci also laughed out loud. He cursed, “Fuck off.”

Xu You wore a hat on her head and was wrapped in a huge wool scarf that covered half her face. Her dark hair hung limply by her cheeks, leaving only a pair of glistening black eyes.

Just this little bit of snow, and she was still holding an umbrella. Looking from afar, it was really fucking hilarious.

“What about me?” Xu You didn’t know what had happened. Her weak voice came from within the scarf, staring somewhat gloomily at the person before her.

She herself hadn’t noticed that her current appearance was like a wronged little kitten.

In front of outsiders, it deflated, only daring to lose its temper at its owner, meowing and wailing, showing its fangs and claws to scare people.

Xie Ci said seemingly seriously, “All the way here, did you see anyone besides you holding an umbrella?”

Xu You froze for three seconds.

No wonder she felt like people kept looking at her today…

Xu You hurriedly put away her umbrella, a bit embarrassed. “Is this very strange… I thought everyone would use umbrellas when it snows.”

Her genuinely embarrassed appearance was really quite cute, making people unable to resist teasing her again and again.

So what Xie Ci had originally wanted to say became at his lips: “You’re really too strange, wifey. Good thing you ran into me ahead of time. Otherwise, when others see you entering school later, you’ll still be laughed at.”

“Can you stop calling me random things?”

Seeing that there wasn’t much time left, Xu You suddenly remembered she still didn’t have her school badge. She couldn’t help saying urgently, “By the way, can you go to the classroom and bring me my school badge from my desk? I can’t get in now. There are people at the gate recording names…”

Hearing this sentence, Xie Ci couldn’t help but laugh. “What do you need a school badge for?”

He reached out slightly, hooking her neck, and said in a low voice by her ear, “Call me ‘gege’ and I’ll take you in.”

“Act cute.” He paused and added.

At this time, there weren’t many students left at the school gate.

Xu You was anxious. This person really…

She backed up a step and hit his arm with the umbrella, saying very seriously, “I’m not in the mood to joke with you. We’re going to be late. Hurry up, hurry up. We’re really going to be late.”

Her tone was very urgent. She repeated it twice in succession.

Xie Ci finally stopped teasing her. Turning around and walking forward, he tossed out one sentence: “Who’s joking with you?”

Xu You followed behind Xie Ci, lowering her head with a guilty conscience like a thief, walking hastily past the school gate.

She didn’t know if everyone in the school recognized him or not.

As expected, the people on duty didn’t dare stop them.

After Xu You entered the school gate, she turned a corner and walked past the fountain. She broke into a wild run, racing toward the teaching building.

Xie Ci was left far behind. Before he could even shout out a sentence, she had already run far away.

—

The morning was half over. Outside, the snow fell more and more urgently.

Looking from afar, heaven and earth were both white.

The teaching building had heating. Inside the classroom it was warm. There was even a layer of water vapor on the glass windows.

The long break between classes was forty minutes. Plus the next period was PE class. Many people in class ran downstairs to have snowball fights.

Xu You lay on her desk and slept for a while. After waking up, she rubbed her eyes and found there was no one around her.

Zheng Xiaolin had a bad cold. She wasn’t feeling well. She just sat in her seat doing homework, not going down either.

Seeing Xu You had woken up, Zheng Xiaolin said to her, “You slept for so long. It’s almost time for the next class.”

Xu You took out the test paper that had just been reviewed in the last class along with her correction notebook. She yawned and opened the notebook. “It’s too cold outside. I feel like I need to hibernate and then turn into a little animal and curl up…”

“Pft.”

Zheng Xiaolin laughed out loud. “How are you so cute? You give me that kind of deadpan humor feeling from time to time…”

The longer she spent with Xu You, the more she discovered that this girl had a kind of earnest cuteness.

Sometimes when she suddenly said a sentence or two out of the blue, it could make people laugh nonstop.

“Why don’t you use air conditioning in winter?” Xu You copied down problems while chatting with Zheng Xiaolin. “I think it’s so strange. And this thing called heating radiators… really too magical…”

“You don’t have that there?” Zheng Xiaolin was looking at the magazine in her hands. She turned her head to ask, “Your area doesn’t have heating in winter?”

Xu You shook her head. “Before, when I heard other people mention heating, I always thought it meant air conditioning…”

“Pft…”

“Then when I got here, I learned that heating uses hot water and can go throughout the whole building.”

The two chatted about this and that for a while.

“By the way!” Zheng Xiaolin remembered something. “I heard that the list of students for our grade’s Class Zero seems to have come out, supposedly…”

“You’re definitely in it.”

“Huh?”

“Didn’t you fill out a form before, the one asking about your intentions and such?” Zheng Xiaolin asked.

Xu You nodded.

“That’s it then. You’ll definitely enter Class Zero later.”

With the December monthly exam results coming out, according to No. 1 High School’s past practice, the students for the science key class had basically been settled. This class was calculated based on students’ grade rankings averaged from September to December.

This year the school was especially grand. They even invited a Taoist priest to perform rituals. After divining for a long time, they finally decided that this year’s science rocket class number would be zero.

This matter had been complained about in private for who knows how long.

Xu You’s December monthly exam results came out. She was still in the top few of the grade. If she chose science, there was no suspense—she would definitely enter the rocket class.

Zheng Xiaolin muttered to herself, “Sigh… I won’t be able to see you anymore after this. You’re the most meticulous and patient top student I’ve ever met at explaining problems…”

As she spoke, she coughed twice more.

“I can’t take it anymore. My throat hurts so much. I need to go ask the head teacher for leave…” Zheng Xiaolin gathered her books.

Xu You looked up at her. “Do you want me to go with you to the infirmary?”

Zheng Xiaolin waved her hand. “No need. I’m fine. I just want to go back and relax.”

—

Only two or three people remained in the classroom. Xu You didn’t have many wrong problems on her test paper. She finished correcting the wrong problems, then went to the reference materials to find similar types of problems and practiced a few.

The more she wrote, the more sweat appeared in her palms. The classroom was too hot. Xu You wore a thick down jacket. Because she was afraid of cold, she had also worn two sweaters. At this moment, she was really being suffocated to death.

Really getting herself hot enough to sweat in the middle of winter…

She didn’t dare take off her jacket, fearing she’d catch a cold. She just opened the zipper.

Writing and writing, she gradually stopped her pen and turned her head to look toward the window.

Xu You took off her scarf and left her seat, lying on the windowsill and opening a small crack.

Cool air drilled in. Breathing it into her lungs was very refreshing.

Her fingertips picked up a small pinch of snow from the window ledge. She brought it to the bottom of her nose to smell, then placed it on her finger pad to look at. Just amusing herself like this, she played with great enjoyment.

After playing there for who knows how long, suddenly a laugh sounded.

Xu You didn’t understand at first. She raised her head and looked behind her.

Xie Ci sat on a desk, legs stretched out straight. She didn’t know how long he’d been watching.

His jacket was tossed to the side. He wore just a gray low-collar sweater. The line from his chin to his collarbone was sharply defined.

Her face was very red from the heat. Looking at him, the two quietly gazed at each other for a while.

Xie Ci asked with a smile, “Never played with snow before?”

Xu You shook her head and walked around him back to her own seat.

Walking to her seat, she froze.

A miniature snowman was standing on her desk.

Shaped like a gourd, with two small twigs inserted as arms and legs. On the little snowman’s face, a sloppy smiley face had been carved out.

Xu You looked at this ugly little snowman for a few seconds.

“Did you make this?” She turned her head and asked Xie Ci.

He made no sound. Reaching out his hand, taking advantage of her unpreparedness, he placed it on her warm neck.

Cold and hot suddenly pressed together.

Xie Ci’s fingertips were like ice cubes.

He said lazily, “What else? I’m about to freeze my hands to death.”

Chapter 31: The Decadent Type
“Hey! It’s really cold!”

Xu You exclaimed softly, quickly pulling his hand down.

But her hand was a warm little bundle, and once Xie Ci grabbed it, he didn’t want to let go.

“It’s too icy, hurry up and let me go!”

His fingers felt like they’d been frozen in an icehouse. She found them too cold, and her hand involuntarily curled up as she twisted her wrist trying to break free.

Xie Ci leaned down slightly, looking seriously into her eyes. “Wasn’t it all to help you shape that broken snowman? How can you be so heartless, you little troublemaker?”

“Troublemaker your head, you’re the troublemaker.”

Xie Ci laughed. “Alright then, I’m the troublemaker, and you’re the little cutie, okay?”

He drew out the three words “little cutie” especially long, deliberately raising his tone.

Making Xu You’s face instantly turn red.

“You’re really such a strange person, why do you always like calling people random things?”

She yelled fiercely at Xie Ci, suddenly pulled her hand free, and quickly walked back to her seat.

Back when they sat in front of and behind each other, Fu Xueli used to call her this every day. Between girls it was nothing, but when Xie Ci said it, it took on a different meaning—anyway, it just sounded very awkward.

Xie Ci followed, sitting down in Zheng Xiaolin’s seat.

“What are you doing?” Xu You paused in collecting her books, her eyes glancing over at him.

“Don’t know.” He yawned, as casually indifferent as always.

Xu You was speechless and asked again, “Then why are you sitting here?”

Xie Ci lay his head on the desk, resting it on his arms as he looked at her, asking lazily, “What else can I do besides look at you?”

“…….” She turned her head away, refusing to acknowledge him.

—

This PE class was indoor volleyball.

Fu Xueli had always had poor physical fitness since childhood, and she was a lazy bones who hated getting tired. Taking advantage of the teacher not paying attention, she secretly slipped away to sit on the side.

However, the gymnasium was too stuffy, and feeling uncomfortable, she went to the changing room to get her coat and went outside for some fresh air.

She walked two laps around the playground. The air was very fresh.

Fu Xueli kept her head down, stepping out a long string of footprints in the snow.

Supporting her waist with one hand, she turned around and saw Xu Xingchun following not far behind.

She didn’t know how long he’d been following.

“What are you doing, trying to scare me to death?”

Xu Xingchun stood in place, not speaking.

“Don’t move!” Fu Xueli put her hands behind her back and jogged over.

Her smile was radiant like a flower, momentarily stunning Xu Xingchun.

The next second, a ball of ice was stuffed down the back of his neck.

He frowned, grabbing her wrist.

“I did it on purpose to get revenge.” Fu Xueli huffed, pouting.

Xu Xingchun frowned.

Fu Xueli took off her scarf, pulled down her sweater collar, and pointed to the red mark on her neck. “It’s all your fault. Now I can only wear turtleneck sweaters.”

Then she continued, “You’re treating me worse and worse, Xu Xingchun. I’ve decided to break up with you.”

Xu Xingchun ignored her words, pulling her into his embrace and personally wrapping the scarf around her in circles.

Only when her voice was muffled did he finally stop.

“You’re so delicate.”

Before Xu Xingchun could finish speaking, Fu Xueli angrily patted his back.

He imperceptibly tugged at the corner of his mouth.

Being held in his arms, she momentarily forgot about being angry.

When she remembered, Fu Xueli suddenly looked up, grabbing Xu Xingchun’s hair. “Oh right, I just remembered, I’m still mad.”

“Next time, if you talk to another girl in front of me again—I’m talking about that one from the class next door—if you two chatter away at the classroom door again, just wait for trouble, I’m telling you.”

Fu Xueli was full of anger thinking about this matter.

Xu Xingchun said, “Their class…”

“Stop right there.” Fu Xueli didn’t care, shouting, “Except for me, you’re not allowed to talk to anyone else.”

“Okay.”

She had been quietly pampered by him from age thirteen until now. Living completely freely and willfully, she hadn’t even discovered the kind of dependence carved into her bones.

Her dependence on Xu Xingchun.

—

PE class was almost over, and people gradually returned to the classroom.

Xie Ci was sleeping with his head on the desk next to Xu You.

She was concentrating on working through practice problems until someone passing by quietly reminded her, “Oh my, Xu You, your snowman is about to melt.”

Only then did Xu You look up.

The ugly little snowman still stood at the corner of the desk, and that small area of the desk surface had been soaked by the melted snow.

She put down her pen, gently picked up the little snowman with two fingers, and cupped it in her palm.

It was still snowing outside, and there were few people in the hallway.

Cold wind blew past, and Xu You shrank her neck. She stood on tiptoe, reached her arm through the railing, and placed the snowman in a small corner piled with snow.

The little twig that was the snowman’s arm was a bit crooked. She reached out to straighten it.

After finishing, she turned to go back to the classroom but was stopped by someone.

An unfamiliar male student, quite handsome. Wearing a black jacket in the dead of winter, very tall.

“Hey little student, can you help me out?”

Zeng Qilin looked down, sizing up Xu You.

He thought to himself, why does this girl look so familiar…

“What help?”

Xu You felt uncomfortable being stared at and took a small step to the side.

“Oh.”

Zeng Qilin shifted his gaze, peering into the classroom. “Xie Ci is in your class, right? Can you call him out for me?”

Xie Ci came out of the classroom with sleepy eyes, looked up, and saw Zeng Qilin leaning against the railing making a phone call.

“Get over here.” Zeng Qilin spared him a glance.

Xie Ci braced one hand on the doorframe, ruffled his hair. “Damn, it’s cold. I’m going to get my coat.”

“What’s up?” Xie Ci came out wearing his coat and saw Zeng Qilin had hung up and was standing there like a post.

Before he could react, Zeng Qilin casually grabbed a handful of snow and threw it at him. “You damn…”

If you talked about people Xie Ci had feared since childhood, there really weren’t many. But Zeng Qilin definitely made the list. The two of them had been little devils at home since childhood—big devil leading little devil in mischief, bullying kids their age. When they were even younger, Xie Ci was a year younger than Zeng Qilin, and whenever they got together during holidays, he’d always get bullied by him and take the blame for countless things. Zeng Qilin had studied taekwondo as a child and was first-rate at fighting—anyway, Xie Ci couldn’t beat him and got beaten up quite a bit.

“Damn, are you sick? What did I do to you?” Xie Ci brushed the snow off himself, quite unhappy.

Zeng Qilin scoffed. “Your temper’s gotten pretty big now, you little punk.”

“What do you want?”

“What do you think?”

Zeng Qilin lowered his head and took out a pack of gum, shaking two pieces into his palm. “Yesterday you and your mom again…”

He looked ready for a heart-to-heart chat.

Xie Ci quickly said, “—Stop right there, I don’t have time to have a heart-to-heart with you.”

“Damn.” Zeng Qilin cursed with a laugh. “I’m just asking you, are you going home for your dad’s birthday the day after tomorrow?”

Xie Ci looked down at his phone, not speaking.

Zeng Qilin slapped the back of his head, like scolding a child. “I’m asking you a question, what are you playing on your phone for?”

“Go home my ass.” Xie Ci was impatient, his mouth twisting.

Zeng Qilin clicked his tongue. “Forget it, let’s not talk about that. I’m looking for you about something else.”

“What?”

“Do you still walk that girl from your class home every day?” Zeng Qilin asked, chewing gum somewhat unclearly.

Xie Ci said, “Xu You? Yeah, I walk her home.”

“You don’t need to anymore. Those two have been dealt with.”

“Dealt with is dealt with then.”

“What do you mean? From your tone, you don’t seem to care much?”

Xie Ci made an acknowledging sound.

“You damn…”

Zeng Qilin laughed in exasperation, couldn’t help cursing again. “Go easier when you hit people in the future. Have some restraint, understand? It almost became a matter of life and death. Do you have any sense?”

Just as he was speaking, the history teacher came down from upstairs carrying a laptop.

The history teacher passed by them and said to Xie Ci, “Why aren’t you going in for class? What are you standing here for?”

—

The fifth period was history class. The teacher showed a documentary about the BRICS nations.

The teacher played it at the podium while everyone talked below, making quite a racket.

Anyway, in this kind of class, the teacher wasn’t strict, and students just randomly switched seats, friends gathering together.

Xie Ci had originally wanted to continue sitting next to Xu You, but as soon as he entered the classroom, Fu Xueli had firmly occupied Zheng Xiaolin’s seat.

“What’s going on with you?”

Xie Ci was dissatisfied, settling for second best by sitting in the seat behind Xu You.

“I should be asking you.” Fu Xueli looked at her friend speechlessly, deliberately exposing him. “I really never noticed before how clingy you are.”

Always hanging around Xu You, during class and after class, endlessly.

Xie Ci didn’t know who had said something. After thinking, he casually replied, “If you’re not clingy when dating, are you really being sincere?”

Fu Xueli was stumped. “Wait, who are you dating?”

“The person next to you.”

Xie Ci poked Xu You’s waist.

Xu You was ticklish and dodged, turning around. “What?”

Xie Ci was amused, looking down at her. “I’m your boyfriend, right?”

“You’re not my boyfriend.”

“Then who is your boyfriend?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend!”

“Oh, then you have one now.”

“………”

Xu You’s face was expressionless as she turned her head back around.

Not long after, Xie Ci lay back on the desk to catch up on sleep. Finding it cold, he pulled over the scarf hanging down Xu You’s back and draped one corner in a circle on the desk as a cushion.

Xu You never noticed.

“You You, let me give you a test.”

Xu You’s gaze shifted from her book to look at Fu Xueli. “What test?”

“A test to determine your future partner’s personality type.”

Xu You immediately waved her hands after hearing this.

“Come on, it’s just a few questions, it’ll be quick.” Fu Xueli pleaded.

In the end, she couldn’t resist Fu Xueli’s pestering.

She used a pencil to check off options for those varied questions one by one.

Q: Do you find it very difficult to make decisions?

Q: Do you think you’re dependent on others?

Q: If you had a garden, what flowers would you choose to plant?

………

What kind of questions are these…

Xu You gave the completed test to Fu Xueli.

Finally glancing at the few major types shown in the results section on the paper.

Decadent type, sunny athletic type, humorous type, cold type, romantic type, childish type, world-weary type, harbor type…

Fu Xueli took it, lay on the desk to calculate Xu You’s results, laughing uncontrollably as she calculated.

Seeing her laughing non-stop, Xu You was baffled.

“The results show.”

“What?”

“You actually like Type A guys.”

“Type A? What’s that…”

“The decadent type.”

Xu You was a bit distracted. “I…”

Fu Xueli teased her. “You what?”

Xu You immediately shook her head. “I think it’s a bit inaccurate. If I were to like someone, it should be someone with better physical health, who likes to exercise, more sunny and positive…”

When girls discuss these kinds of things together, sometimes the topics can run wild like an unrestrained horse, getting more and more excessive.

Anyway, the classroom was very noisy, so there was no need to be cautious about what they said.

“Actually, what girls love most in their hearts is the decadent type.” Fu Xueli began to analyze matter-of-factly.

“Um…” Fu Xueli’s mind searched for examples. After thinking for a long time, her eyes lit up, and she said near Xu You’s ear, “Like guys like Xie Ci, for example.”

“Huh?”

“Exactly!”

“He…”

“You just arrived and don’t know, but Xie Ci actually has quite a few people who like him.”

Fu Xueli’s voice was very small. “Don’t you think he’s handsome? That kind of cold, decadent temperament, with a hint of bad boy flavor.”

Xu You was stunned, still in a daze.

Images of Xie Ci came to mind.

Tall and thin, very pale.

Whether hot or cold, he always liked wearing short sleeves. Always wore his jacket loose and baggy, never zipping it up properly.

Always smoking.

Cynical, grinning carelessly when he smiled, a smooth talker.

Fu Xueli suddenly laughed. “Hehe…”

While Xu You was still in a daze, she asked, “You You, in the future will you find a boyfriend from the north or the south?”

“I don’t know… I haven’t thought about it.”

Fu Xueli ruffled her hair. “Find a northern man, they dote on their wives.”

“And… we northern people… all quite like exercise, good physical fitness, good for having children in the future too.”

“Pfft—” Xu You almost spit out.

“Why is it good for having children…”

She didn’t quite understand.

Fu Xueli hadn’t opened her mouth to explain yet.

Xie Ci, who had been lying on the desk sleeping with his eyes closed, finally couldn’t help but curve his lips.

He suddenly lifted his head and said to Fu Xueli, “Hey, you’re pretty bad, Fu Xueli, corrupting innocent kids.”

“Holy crap!”

Fu Xueli jumped in shock, slapping her hand on the desk. “When did you wake up?!”

Xie Ci stood up, leaning casually against the desk behind him, saying with a half-smile, “Right when you were talking about having children.”

“—Pfft.” This time Fu Xueli couldn’t hold it in either and burst out laughing.

Li Xiaoqiang, who was playing cards nearby, turned around and threw a flirtatious look at Xie Ci. “Brother Ci, eavesdropping on girls talking, you’re so naughty.”

Xie Ci casually threw a book at him.

In the noisy atmosphere, Xu You kept her head down the whole time, but those red ear tips revealed the owner’s embarrassed mood at this moment.

She lowered her eyes, pretending to be calm as she looked at the desk surface. After a while, the scarf around her neck was pulled backward.

Xu You turned her head, half-stood up, reached out her arms, trying to snatch back her scarf.

“You’re so annoying!” She was angry.

Xie Ci raised an eyebrow, his tongue pressing against the inside of his cheek, his eyes carrying a certain meaning. “Want me to explain to you why it’s good to have children with us northerners?”

Xu You almost wanted to cover his mouth. She said several times in succession, “I don’t want to, don’t want to, don’t want to!!”

“I insist on telling you.”

She didn’t even care about the scarf anymore, hurriedly covering her ears with both hands.

—-

But it was useless.

The next day during morning self-study, Xu You found a small note on her desk.

Written on it:

Little cutie.

Because we northerners all have very strong sexual desires.



Chapter 32: Taking You There
“What are you looking at that’s so interesting? Let me see too!” Zheng Xiaolin leaned over.

Caught off guard, Xu You was startled.

Her cheeks burning, she propped her forehead with one hand and quickly crumpled the little note into a ball, clutching it in her palm.

“What is it? Why so secretive!”

“It’s nothing…”

Xu You picked up her book, pressing her fingers against the pages, keeping her head down as if reading to hide her embarrassment.

Because there was a physical examination in the afternoon, school let out one period early in the morning.

Xu You went home for lunch. As soon as she opened the door, she discovered something wasn’t right about the atmosphere.

The house lacked the warmth of life, with an eerie quietness.

Chen Xiuyun sat on the sofa wiping tears with reddened eyes, head lowered without saying a word. Father Xu also sat on the other side frowning, holding his phone making calls.

“Dad… Mom?” Xu You’s heart sank. She changed her shoes and ran over in small steps, not even having time to take off her backpack.

Chen Xiuyun looked up and saw Xu You. She opened her mouth wanting to speak, but before she could say a word, tears fell first.

“Mom? What’s wrong?!”

Xu You was frightened. She knelt before her mother, using her hands to wipe away her tears. “Mom, what happened? Don’t cry…”

Father Xu hung up the phone on his end and sighed heavily. “The Central Hospital said she hasn’t escaped life-threatening danger yet. The perpetrator fled and hasn’t been found.”

Life-threatening danger… hit-and-run perpetrator…

Xu You anxiously looked up and asked, “Dad, what exactly happened?”

Chen Xiuyun was full of worry. She shook her head, briefly explaining in just a few words: “Your grandmother… she went out to buy groceries this morning and was hit by a motorcycle. Now she’s been sent to the hospital, still being resuscitated…”

Her words came out intermittently, several times choking up.

Xu You was stunned, thinking she’d misheard. Her mind went completely blank.

After a long reaction time.

“…Can I go back to see Grandma?”

Father Xu smoked cigarette after cigarette. After a period of silence, he said in a heavy voice, “What can you do if you go? Study properly. Kids shouldn’t worry about this kind of thing.”

“But… but Grandma…”

“I told you not to worry about it!” Father Xu looked like he didn’t want to discuss this topic anymore.

Unexpectedly, this sentence made Chen Xiuyun suddenly explode. She said bitterly, “Don’t worry, don’t worry! My father has been dead for so many years, how much longer are you going to hold a grudge… My mother now…” She couldn’t continue speaking and covered her face, sobbing softly.

—

“Hey, hey, do you know what’s wrong with Xu You?”

Song Yifan asked Fu Xueli in a low voice.

“I don’t know. I asked for ages just now, but she wouldn’t say…” Fu Xueli muttered.

From the afternoon onward, Xu You had obviously been very off, keeping her head down and distracted the whole time.

When others asked her, she wouldn’t say.

Earlier during the vision test, she’d spaced out several times staring at the eye chart, only responding after the doctor asked several times.

Now it was blood drawing, and Class Nine students were all lined up.

When it was Xu You’s turn, a young female nurse wearing a mask looked her over twice and asked, “Student, are you anemic?”

Her complexion was frighteningly pale.

Xu You shook her head, took off her coat and sat in the chair, rolling up her sweater sleeve to expose a thin, slender arm.

The female nurse lowered her eyes, picked up the rubber band nearby to tie Xu You’s arm tightly, then took an alcohol cotton ball to wipe it, searching for her vein.

After searching for a long time, the female nurse leaned in to look carefully, frowning. “Oh dear, your veins are too thin. It’s hard to find a good position for the needle.”

As she spoke, the female nurse tore open the packaging, pressed her thumb against the syringe plunger, and placed the needle tip against the skin on Xu You’s arm.

Slowly piercing through, the first attempt went crooked.

Blood beads emerged.

Xu You bit her lip tightly, closing her eyes and turning her head away, not daring to look.

Later, after trying two or three more times, each time the needle couldn’t accurately find the vein’s position. Helplessly, they switched to drawing blood from the other arm.

The girl standing behind Xu You in line watched with her heart in knots, goosebumps rising on her back.

That pale, slender little arm was already bruised purple from the needle pricks.

Finally, Xie Ci couldn’t stand it anymore. He stuck his head out from the queue and shouted forward, “I’m asking if you can do this or not? Are you only satisfied after you’ve punctured her arm completely?”

The female nurse’s expression couldn’t hold up either. She rolled her eyes.

Xu Xiaocheng, playing with his phone behind Xie Ci, quickly pulled back the person about to blow up. “Whoa, don’t get excited, don’t get excited. Public place—let’s show some respect to the doctor.”

After all that trouble, both of Xu You’s arms were covered in needle marks, with cotton balls held in place with tape to stop the bleeding.

Fortunately, blood drawing was the last item of the physical examination. After finishing, she didn’t say a word and left the examination hall wearing her coat.

The wind outside was strong, making her coat sway precariously, blowing past her cheeks and lifting strands of her hair.

Xu You walked quietly with her head down, just walking and walking.

The faint sounds of laughter and play from the distant basketball court were all left behind her.

Finally reaching a place with no one around.

Her face pale, strength drained from her body, she hugged her legs with both arms and crouched on the ground.

She crouched for who knows how long until her feet went numb.

The tears she’d been holding in her eyes finally couldn’t be controlled and all came flooding out.

She didn’t dare cry too loudly and could only swallow her sobs in her throat, her shoulders convulsing again and again.

The emotions she’d suppressed all afternoon were close to breaking down. Knowing her grandmother had been in an accident, Xu You’s heart was about to shatter. Everything in her mind was in chaos. She wanted to see her grandmother, but at noon her parents had erupted into a fierce argument, so Xu You didn’t dare mention it again…

But keeping things bottled up inside made it ferment, making her feel worse and worse.

She didn’t know why, but Xu You couldn’t stop crying more and more. At first, she just wanted to find a corner with no one to calm her emotions, not wanting to face others’ inquiries and concern, and having no energy to explain. But now alone, the sad emotions were about to drown her completely.

Her cheeks were soaked with tears. By the end, she simply sat on the ground.

Xu You cried for who knows how long until someone pulled up her wrist.

She looked up dully, tears blurring her vision.

Xie Ci’s figure stood before her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Xu You’s head was confused for a moment. She hurriedly wiped her tears messily with the back of her hand.

But the more she wiped, the more they flowed uncontrollably.

This was truly unbearable.

Xie Ci frowned, crouched down, and asked again, “What’s wrong?”

Xu You just shook her head, crying incoherently.

So he patiently waited.

Finally, Xu You couldn’t help it anymore and suddenly called his name softly.

Choking with sobs, she said, “Xie Ci, my grandmother had an accident. I’m so scared…”

“Grandma is very old… very old… I want to go see her… my dad won’t allow it… but I miss my grandma. I’m afraid I’ll never see her again…”

She really had no one else to talk to.

She spoke intermittently, almost unable to catch her breath. Xie Ci finally grasped the main point. His heart ached seeing Xu You cry. He immediately took out his phone and asked, “Okay, okay, okay, stop crying. Where do you go to see your grandmother?”

Seeing her in a daze, Xie Ci asked in a hoarse voice again, “The place where you used to go to school?”

Xu You’s eyes were moist. Not quite understanding, she nodded.

“What’s it called?”

“Xi Town.”

Within a few minutes, Xie Ci pulled her up. “Plane tickets are booked. Let’s go.”

Chapter 33: Going Back
“Where are we going?” Xu You’s face still had tear stains. Her hand was grabbed, and in a panic, she ran along with Xie Ci.

“To find your grandmother.” He didn’t look back.

The two of them ran wildly through the campus, causing passersby to turn and look.

Running so fast, her heart ached as if it would jump out of her throat.

That heavy crying session had really exhausted her energy. Xu You’s whole body was weak and powerless.

“Xie Ci, Xie Ci.”

She gasped for breath, looking up and saying, “Stop first.”

“My ID card is still in the classroom.”

Xie Ci asked for the specific location and took out his phone to call Fu Xueli.

The other end picked up quickly. “Hello?”

Xie Ci: “Xu You’s ID card is in her backpack. Bring it down for her.”

Fu Xueli: …….

“Did you hear me?”

Fu Xueli asked, “Why do you need her ID card?”

“It’s definitely not for getting married.”

“Marriage requires a household registration book, idiot.”

“Tsk.”

Xie Ci frowned. “Damn, hurry up, it’s urgent.”

The two stopped at the school milk tea shop entrance. Xu You’s heart was pounding. She covered her chest, feeling like even breathing wasn’t smooth.

“Isn’t this a bit inappropriate…”

The wind blew on Xu You, making her mind slightly calmer.

Just rushing back like this, neither school nor parents would know. If she didn’t come home at night and wasn’t at school during the day, something would definitely happen.

No matter which situation occurred, everything would become a mess…

Xie Ci lifted his eyelids to look at her. “The plane tickets are already booked.”

After a moment of silence, Xu You asked, “How did you book them?”

“Paid money to book them.”

“I mean,” she looked into his eyes, “how do you know my ID card number?”

“…….”

Xie Ci coughed to cover up and looked away.

Xu You wanted to ask more.

A male student came out of the milk tea shop, standing at the entrance gossiping with raised eyebrows. “Well well, if it isn’t our Brother Ci. What are you doing standing here?”

The two turned to look.

Li Jieyi held a cup of milk tea, leaning against the doorframe. “What were you just doing? Look at you both covered in sweat in the middle of winter.”

As soon as he appeared, Xu You realized there were quite a few people gathered in the milk tea shop.

All students from No. 1 High School.

Those guys and girls inside obviously all knew Xie Ci. Two or three people were shouting, “Brother Ci, come in and hang out!”

Xu You kept her head down, standing still to the side.

Noticing Li Jieyi’s scrutiny, she took a small step back.

Li Jieyi didn’t mind, smiled slightly, and turned to ask Xie Ci, “Are you two going out on a date?”

He thought Xie Ci and Xu You had already established a relationship.

Or rather, he thought Xie Ci had already successfully pursued Xu You.

Li Jieyi felt a little bit of envy, jealousy, and resentment in his heart.

Why did all the good cabbages have to be claimed by Xie Ci…

“Date your stinking ass.”

Xie Ci was impatient. He wanted to pull out a cigarette to smoke, but halfway through, he seemed to remember something and gave up.

He tilted his head slightly, his eyes glancing to the side, then casually pulled up the hood of Xu You’s down jacket over her head with a clang.

She was already small, and her face was even smaller. The white fur on the hood was thick and abundant. After putting it on, she looked like a little hamster that had been submerged.

Well-behaved and obedient, quite cute.

But too short.

He involuntarily placed his hand on top of Xu You’s head. Her vision was blocked and she couldn’t see. She waved her hands around, trying to swat his hand away.

He played for a while.

Xie Ci amused himself with laughter. Turning his eyes back, he found Li Jieyi still watching this side.

He immediately became displeased. “Had enough looking?”

“I wasn’t looking at you.”

Just then, a familiar voice sounded from not far away.

Fu Xueli jogged over, still holding the ID card in her hand.

She handed the item to Xu You and asked, “You You, what happened? What are you going to do?”

“It’s nothing, you don’t need to worry about it.” Xie Ci said.

“Shut up, don’t talk first.” Fu Xueli rolled her eyes, placing both hands on Xu You’s shoulders. “What’s wrong? Is there something urgent you can tell me about?”

Xu You lowered her eyes, hesitated for a moment. “Something happened. My grandma—my maternal grandmother—had an accident. I need to go back to see her.”

She didn’t say much, briefly explaining the general situation.

Fu Xueli understood. She looked at Xu You with a complex expression. “Alright then, I’ll help you ask the teacher for leave. Your grades are so good, she won’t suspect anything.”

As for Xie Ci…

Even if he didn’t come to school for three days, no teacher would care.

—-

The flight was at six-thirty in the afternoon.

Before the plane took off, Xu You borrowed Xie Ci’s phone.

She called her parents.

The sound on Chen Xiuyun’s end was very noisy. Her voice was still hoarse as she asked, “Hello, may I ask who this is?”

“It’s me, Mom.”

Xu You sat on the inside. She covered the receiver, asking in a low voice, “I borrowed a classmate’s phone. Is Grandma okay?”

Chen Xiuyun sighed and said, “No longer in life-threatening danger, still under observation.”

Upon hearing this.

Xu You first felt relieved, tears almost falling again. The emotions that had been pressing on her chest finally got some release.

After a long silence.

“That’s good… Oh, Mom.” Xu You involuntarily bit her finger. “I’m not coming home tonight. I’m staying at school.”

“Why? Isn’t your dad still at home?” Chen Xiuyun had a moment of doubt.

Xu You hurriedly said, “I thought you wouldn’t be coming back, so I made arrangements with a classmate in advance.”

She was really too well-behaved. From childhood to adulthood, she had never caused any trouble. Obedient and good, rarely lying. So Chen Xiuyun didn’t really doubt it and believed her, casually giving a few instructions before hanging up.

When Xu You returned the phone to Xie Ci, she happened to meet his teasing gaze.

Her face reddened.

Xie Ci curved up one corner of his mouth in a smile. “I couldn’t tell.”

“What?” Having just cried, Xu You still had a very heavy nasal tone.

“I thought you only knew how to act cute, not how to lie. Turns out you’re good at both.”

Xu You originally wanted to refute, but felt a bit embarrassed. She looked around.

“Do you still want your phone back?” she asked.

Xie Ci spread open his palm.

Xu You suddenly thought of a serious question. “By the way, you still haven’t told me—how do you know my ID card number?”

“I’m saying, you’re quite persistent, aren’t you?”

Xie Ci’s head leaned against the chair back, looking at her listlessly. “At the back of the classroom, the physical examination report posted next to my seat, you know it?”

Xu You nodded.

“It’s on there.”

Xie Ci’s eyes were pitch black, his voice quite low. “I took a photo of it long ago. It’s on my phone.”

As for why he took the photo.

Xu You didn’t ask further.

The broadcast began reminding each passenger to turn off their phones.

After a while, the plane began to taxi.

The seat was by the wing. When rushing up into the sky, Xu You felt a huge roaring sound in her eardrums.

Flying from the neighboring city to Xi Town would take two hours. The plane had the heat on full blast.

Wearing her down jacket, Xu You felt stifled.

Anyway, the plane had turned off the lights, and everything was dim and unclear everywhere. She carefully unbuckled her seatbelt and took off her coat.

Xie Ci suddenly asked coldly, “Tsk tsk, are you really hot?”

Xu You was startled. She pressed her index finger to her lips and made a “shh” sound.

The middle-aged man sitting in their row by the aisle already had his eyes closed, resting.

Afraid of disturbing others, she deliberately lowered her voice. “Keep your voice down.”

Xie Ci leaned close, blowing a breath by her ear, deliberately saying, “Is this okay?”

Xu You ignored him, lowering her head to rebuckle her seatbelt, the coat draped across her knees.

Because the plane was delayed, they probably wouldn’t arrive at their destination until around nine at night.

Fortunately, dinner was served on the plane. Soft yellow lights lit up one by one. Flight attendants pushed carts past, distributing mineral water and airplane meals to each row.

The quiet cabin gradually became noisy.

When they asked Xu You and their row, Xie Ci said, “Just one portion.”

He received the hot little meal box and put down the tray table in front of Xu You, placing it on top.

Xu You watched his actions, stunned. “Aren’t you eating?”

Xie Ci shook his head.

This person… is really too picky…

Xu You picked up chopsticks and tore open the meal box lid.

Inside was curry beef with potatoes, steaming hot and giving off a fragrant aroma.

She tried eating two bites and was pleasantly surprised to find the taste was actually quite good.

Xie Ci’s gaze lowered, watching Xu You holding the meal box, eating quietly and peacefully, taking small bites, especially slowly, like a feeding little white rabbit, her cheeks puffing in and out.

The pale goose-yellow lamplight fell on her. A few strands of hair naturally hung down, covering a small half of her profile.

Xu You had a very small appetite. After eating some, she was full.

She stuck out the tip of her tongue to lick the residue at the corner of her lips. Looking up, her gaze met Xie Ci’s beside her.

Xu You immediately felt a bit embarrassed. Her tender red cherry lips parted slightly. “Are you hungry?”

Xie Ci’s throat was dry. He shook his head, silent for a long time.

She held a packet of cookies in her hand, studying it repeatedly.

“What is this?” Xu You asked curiously.

Xie Ci glanced at it. “Cookies.”

“Oh, oh.”

Xu You smiled embarrassedly. “This is my first time on a plane…”

“First time?”

“Mm…”

“Oh right.” Speaking of this, she remembered something else. “We need to buy return tickets.”

“I’ll go to the hospital later, sneak a look at Grandma, and then we can take the early morning flight back to the neighboring city tonight. That way we can still make it back for morning self-study tomorrow.”

Xie Ci casually picked up the half bottle of water she’d just drunk from and took a sip, saying lightly, “That’s fine. After we get off the plane, I’ll buy them.”

“Mm-hm.”

After a while, Xu You said softly, “I still need to give you money—for the plane tickets. I really want to thank you this time.”

Thank you…

It seemed like this phrase… just recently, she’d said it to Xie Ci many times.

Xu You was momentarily stunned.

Although most of the time he joked around and couldn’t find the right note, every time she was most upset, he was by her side.

The person beside her didn’t respond.

She was about to say it again when Xie Ci asked casually, “Where would you get the money?”

“I have money. I’ve saved it.”

Xu You pressed her forehead against the seat in front, thought about it, and told him, “Scholarship money from school since childhood, plus prize money from competitions.”

That little look of hers was quite serious and earnest.

Xie Ci made an acknowledging sound, feigning surprise. “Yo, I couldn’t tell you were so rich.”

Xu You was caught off guard, then heard him say, “That’s great then. From now on, you’ll be the boss. I’ll follow you around.”

—-

Xi Town wasn’t very big. There was only one central hospital.

As soon as the plane landed, Xu You took Xie Ci and randomly hailed a taxi, heading straight to their destination.

The time was a bit late. There weren’t many people coming and going in the hospital lobby. Under the daylight-bright lights, a few scattered people were at the counter handling procedures.

Xu You ran quickly to the front desk to inquire, “Did your hospital admit an emergency patient from a car accident today?”

The young woman wearing nurse’s uniform frowned and flipped through the record book placed beside her. “What are you talking about—morning or afternoon?”

“Morning.” Xu You answered hurriedly.

After flipping for a while, the young nurse asked, “You’re a family member of Wu Yun, then?”

Wu Yun was her grandmother’s name.

Xu You nodded. “Yes, that’s her.”

Xie Ci sat in the hospital corridor, his elbow propped on the chair back, looking at Xu You bathed in fluorescent light.

She stood helplessly in the center of the lobby, her porcelain-white face without a trace of color.

The smell of disinfectant gradually permeated the air.

“What’s wrong?” Xie Ci saw her pacing by the elevator for a long time. He stood up and walked over to ask about the situation.

Xu You’s emotions had risen and fallen dramatically this whole day.

She looked up, her expression showing fatigue after relaxation. “My grandma doesn’t have anything too serious. She’s already been transferred to a regular ward.”

“That’s pretty good then. Go see her now.” He raised his hand and pressed the elevator button.

“What floor?”

The elevator doors opened before them, and a couple walked out.

“Third floor.”

She stepped aside, afraid of blocking others’ path.

“Then let’s go.”

Xie Ci stepped into the elevator first, pulling the still-dazed Xu You inside.

She struggled slightly, saying, “But… I’m afraid of running into my mom.”

“What’s there to be afraid of?”

Xie Ci said, “I’ll keep watch for you. You go in and say a few words to your grandmother, then leave.”

“My mom or my aunt will definitely be watching. I won’t be able to get in…”

In the end, Xie Ci came up with a lousy idea. He took off his coat and gave it to Xu You.

The pure black coat was very large, completely covering Xu You’s entire person.

With a swoosh.

The zipper was pulled straight up past her chin, close to the bridge of her nose, leaving only her eyes exposed. Xie Ci stepped back two paces to look her over a few times, then stepped forward again and pulled the hood over her head with a clang.

This coat was several times bigger than Xu You. The sleeves hung at her sides, completely covering her hands, like a bulky penguin.

“Alright, now even your own father couldn’t recognize you. Just go to the doorway to see your grandmother. I’ll wait for you at the hospital entrance. When you’re done, come down and find me.”

He bent down, taking out the cigarettes, lighter, and phone from the pocket to hold in his hand.

Xu You’s mouth opened slightly. Just as she was about to say something, Xie Ci turned and entered the elevator.

The instant the elevator doors closed, he smiled ever so slightly.

—-

In the end, Xu You still went to her grandmother’s ward.

Chen Xiuyun wasn’t there. Grandmother was sleeping soundly on the hospital bed.

Xu You stood quietly by the bedside watching for a while. Not daring to stay long, she tucked the blanket around her grandmother and quietly left.

The night seemed even colder.

She went out through the hospital’s main entrance. The wind scraped painfully against her cheeks. Xu You circled around several times, finally finding Xie Ci at a sheltered spot in the parking lot to the side.

Only a little bit of light fell on him.

He stood with his side against a pillar, head lowered looking at his phone, a cigarette between his lips.

She walked out from the shadows, stopping two or three steps away from him.

Xie Ci didn’t notice.

Xu You raised her hand to remove the cigarette from his mouth, saying softly, “Stop smoking.”

“Oh?”

He raised his eyebrows, lifted his fingers to hook under Xu You’s chin, laughing with a hoarse voice, “Are you trying to control me now?”

But Xu You frowned, lowering her head and grasping his hand in return. “Your hand is so cold.”

Really very cold, like ice.

Her heart clenched. Only then did she realize his coat was on her body.

Xu You hurriedly unzipped it, took off the coat, and handed it to Xie Ci.

“Put it on quickly. Be careful not to catch a cold.”

“Finally showing some conscience.”

Xie Ci lingered by her lips for a moment, coughed twice, and took his clothes.

Long silence.

Xu You threw the cigarette in her hand into the nearby trash can. Her eyelashes trembled lightly. In the quiet night, she said softly, “Are you hungry? I’ll take you to eat something.”

Chapter 34: Cold Night
Xie Ci immediately said, “Sure.”

Xu You lowered her head, pondering for a moment, asking hesitantly, “Then what do you like to eat?”

“Anything’s fine.”

More than ten minutes later, the two went to a very famous long street in Xi Town, with deep, winding alleys hidden on both sides.

A light fog rose in the evening, and the air was fresh and cool.

Red lanterns hung on both sides of the street. The bluestone slabs had been wetted by yesterday’s rain, mottled all along the way.

The time was a bit late. There were very few people coming and going on the road.

Xie Ci looked east and west. He was tall, wearing a black coat with a white t-shirt showing from the hem underneath.

Xu You glanced at him. “Pull up your zipper.”

He tilted his head, his thin lips hooking up in a slight arc.

“Why are we getting more and more lost? You’re not planning to secretly abduct me to your home, are you?”

Hearing Xie Ci’s words, Xu You was a bit speechless. “Why would I abduct you to my home…”

“Because I’m handsome.” He didn’t even need to think.

Xu You: ………

She took him to a noodle soup restaurant. The shop wasn’t very big. Though the time was so late, there were actually quite a few people sitting outside in the open air waiting.

Xu You and he went inside to find a seat and sit down. Side-by-side seats—the space was a bit small, so Xu You had no choice but to sit close to Xie Ci.

“What do you want to eat?”

Xu You pulled out a tissue. Stray hairs hung at the side of her face as she bent her head, seriously wiping the somewhat greasy wooden table in front of her.

“How would I know?”

The faint aroma of simmering food drifted over.

Xie Ci squeezed over, a small portion of his weight pressing onto her body, deliberately saying, “You’re the host, I’m the guest—is this how you treat guests?”

“You’re heavy.” Xu You quickly raised her hand to push his shoulder. “Get up.”

The two were playfully bickering when the proprietress came over with a small account book and a pen, speaking in the local dialect that Xie Ci couldn’t understand. He frowned. “What?”

This time the proprietress realized they were outsiders and asked again in very awkward Mandarin, “What do you want to eat?”

Xu You put down the tissue, turned around, and waved her hand, speaking in dialect.

Xie Ci leaned by her ear, his eyes rolling. “What bird language are you speaking now?”

“I said I’m not eating, only you’re eating.” She explained in a low voice.

Seeing the two’s intimate manner.

The proprietress laughed and asked in dialect if she was bringing her boyfriend home.

Xu You shook her head, saying in dialect that he wasn’t.

The proprietress thought she was just being shy and asked in dialect what her boyfriend wanted to eat.

Xu You shook her head. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said in dialect.

This time Xie Ci, half-guessing, understood two words. He asked very seriously, “Are you praising me for being handsome?”

The proprietress laughed.

Xu You gave him a small eye roll. “What do you want to eat? Hurry up.”

In the end, they ordered a large bowl of noodle soup.

When it was brought over on a tray, wisps of steam rose from the white porcelain bowl, with finely chopped green scallions evenly scattered on top of the noodles.

Xie Ci frowned and stood up. “I want him to make it again. I don’t like eating scallions.”

“Don’t be so wasteful.” Xu You quickly pulled Xie Ci back, making him sit down.

“I’ll pick them out for you.”

As Xu You spoke, she reached for disposable chopsticks, spread out a tissue, and placed it on the greasy square wooden table. She carefully removed the scallions floating on the soup noodles bit by bit.

Hot mist steamed over her clean face.

The small restaurant was noisy and clamorous. On the wall nearby hung an old small television playing a Hong Kong drama from long ago.

Xie Ci watched Xu You’s series of actions unhurriedly, chuckling softly as he lowered his eyes.

—

The two took a late-night flight back to the neighboring city. By the time they arrived, it was already past two in the morning.

The deep blue sky was like a huge black curtain, with sparse and faint starlight, and a crescent moon curved and silent.

On the plane, Xu You had already been drowsy. Her half-open eyes couldn’t hold up and closed, sleeping for a little while. At this moment, coming out from the exit, she still couldn’t muster any energy.

Xie Ci glanced at her sideways, hesitating. “Should we…”

Xu You looked up. “Hm?”

“Get a hotel room? It’s not even three yet. We can sleep for a while.”

Xu You immediately shook her head.

As if seeing what she was thinking, Xie Ci coughed. “I’m not going to do anything to you.”

“And…”

He wanted to say more, but Xu You quickly made him stop. “No, don’t misunderstand. I just don’t like sleeping in hotels.”

Xie Ci: …….

With no choice, after leaving the airport, they randomly hailed a taxi to go to the city center.

Along the way, the driver looked them over several times curiously through the rearview mirror. That undisguised gaze made Xu You somewhat uncomfortable. Xie Ci, sitting beside her, grew impatient and shouted forward, “Hey, watch the road, driver. Why do you keep staring at my wife?”

The driver’s gaze shifted to Xie Ci. He chuckled and teased, “Dating at such a young age?”

Xie Ci, with nothing better to do, started bantering with him. “No, we’re not that young. We got our marriage certificate last year.”

“Really?” The driver was surprised.

“Of course it’s true. My wife just looks young. You don’t know—people always say she looks like a high school student.”

“She really does look like a high school student.”

Xie Ci laughed. “Right.”

Xu You couldn’t help pinching him, muttering softly, “What nonsense are you saying?”

The driver in front asked again, “So what were you two doing out so late at night?”

Xie Ci answered convincingly, “Accompanying my wife back to see her grandmother.”

“Oh… I see.” After that, the driver concentrated on driving.

The two got out at Changzheng Road. This was very close to school, with a shopping plaza brightly lit, and several 24-hour convenience stores nearby.

Xu You didn’t want to go to a hotel to get a room and couldn’t think of where else to spend the night. Anyway, it was just a few hours, so Xie Ci accompanied her wandering the streets.

Walking along the sidewalk, the street in the early morning hours was empty and deserted, with only an occasional roaring motorcycle passing by.

Xu You kept her head down.

Xie Ci walked beside her with his hands in his pockets, occasionally glancing down to watch her.

“Today…”

“Don’t say thank you to me.” He responded very quickly.

Xu You paused, then laughed with a “pfft” sound. “Why?”

Xie Ci stopped, coming out with, “Saying thank you is so boring. How about some practical action instead?”

“What practical action?”

Xie Ci narrowed his eyes and smiled. He bent down to meet her gaze. “A kiss?”

This person… why doesn’t he play by the rules…

Xu You tightened her clothes and asked calmly, “Have you had a lot of girlfriends?”

Time seemed to suddenly stand still.

This sudden attack made Xie Ci blink, choking. For a moment, he actually didn’t know how to answer.

She walked forward, saying as she walked, “They say you’re very bad, because the girls who chase you all end up heartbroken.”

Xie Ci immediately responded, asking urgently, “Who says I’m bad? How am I bad?! The girls who chase me are clearly very happy.”

Ahead was a step.

Xu You stepped up and turned back to continue asking, “Really? What’s there to be happy about?”

“Are you jealous?” Xie Ci suddenly realized.

Xu You stood on the higher ground, looking down at Xie Ci.

Her mind wandered.

He—sometimes his temper really wasn’t that good, but occasionally he had patience. He seemed to know a lot of people.

Most of the time, he always had that lazy, casual appearance.

She felt that he might be like a breeze in summer.

Blowing through the human world, too far from her.

The night was pitch black and very quiet. Too lazy to walk anymore and not wanting to endure the wind, she randomly found a sheltered bench and sat down.

Xie Ci was beside her and yawned.

“Can we… try?” After who knows how long, Xie Ci spoke.

His voice was very low.

So Xu You didn’t speak.

After a while.

“Do you really need a girlfriend that badly?” she asked.

Xie Ci: “Are you really stupid or just pretending to be stupid with me?”

Later, he couldn’t help it. His hand grabbed her chin and turned it, lowering his head slightly to face her. “What are you being stubborn about?”

Xu You lowered her eyes, her eyelashes trembling lightly.

Xie Ci leaned in, closing the distance between them. “Is it because you’re good at studying that you look down on me?”

“I…”

She averted her gaze, thinking before saying, “It’s not that I look down on you. It’s just that the two of us…”

“What about the two of us?” He responded lightly.

“Aren’t very suitable.”

Xu You said, “Maybe you don’t really like me. Perhaps it’s just a momentary impulse, or when you’re bored and lonely, a casual pastime…”

“Damn.”

Hearing her say this, Xie Ci wanted to be angry but also wanted to laugh.

“I’m bored? I’m lonely?! A pastime?! If I were lonely, there’d be plenty of people waiting for me. If I wanted a pastime, would I waste this much time on you? Can’t you really tell that I genuinely like you?”

“I’m sorry, my word choice might be problematic.”

She thought quietly for a moment, then explained, “What I meant to say is, I think we’re both too young. Whether it’s feelings or anything else, maybe we’re not mature enough…”

Xie Ci’s eyes looked at her.

His nose bridge was straight, his face narrow, his eyelashes long but not particularly curled. The corners of his eyes were slender and inward-turning, with slight creases.

“I don’t care what you say.”

Xu You froze.

Xie Ci’s hand went around her back, hooking her neck, and without allowing objection, he kissed her.

She wanted to push him away, but her hands were grabbed instead.

He turned and pressed her onto the bench, from her rosy lips, biting all the way to her soft white cheeks, finally lingering at her thin earlobes.

He liked her unbearably.

“Don’t be so bad.”

He lowered his head, his voice hoarse. “You won’t be satisfied until you’ve tormented me to death, right?”

“I haven’t!” Xu You struggled, her ears burning hot. “Don’t press down on me.”

Xie Ci remained unmoved.

Insatiable desire emerged fiercely, burning his heart with emptiness and anxiety.

He covered her slightly parted lips again, murmuring, “Just take pity on me, okay? Would it kill you to like me?”

Chapter 35: Writing It For You
The trees beside the bench stretched out their branches, staggering to block the neon colored lights from the street.

His coat carried a very faint smell of tobacco. Moonlight fell in layers upon layers, and all sight was swallowed by darkness.

Xu You didn’t dare move. She turned her face to the side, not knowing where to look with her eyes, so she simply kept them tightly closed.

This feeling was too unfamiliar.

Her heart raced, at a complete loss.

Xie Ci breathed somewhat heavily, his arm circling around her waist, pressing her toward himself.

Although thick clothes blocked them, with her back against the hard wood, it still hurt.

“Get up a bit. Don’t press down. It hurts.” Xu You resisted slightly.

Xie Ci’s eyes curved as he smiled.

Immediately after, in the next second, her whole body was lifted up.

Her vision flipped, the position changing to him below and her above.

“Is this okay now?” Xie Ci looked up and asked, his pale neckline stretched taut.

Before she could answer, her lips were bitten again.

He seemed addicted, entangling and holding her, repeatedly sweeping over her lips and teeth.

Faintly, she seemed to hear him sigh softly, “Damn… you’re so thin…”

Her lips were held and carefully sucked.

Xu You’s mind was unclear, her thoughts completely blank. All the strength was drained from her body. “Get up…”

“Can’t get up.”

Who knows how long it was before his lips were willing to leave that bit of warmth.

“Do you like me or not?”

Xie Ci’s hair hung messily over his forehead, his voice hoarse, asking over and over.

“Do you like me or not? Say something.”

“No.” She didn’t hesitate at all.

“Do you like me?”

“No!!!!”

“Do you like me or not? This is your last chance.” He pinched her chin with one hand, threatening.

“No…”

“Damn, you really don’t like me?”

“Really, really—don’t like, don’t like, not even a little bit!”

In the end, Xu You became impatient, shaking her head left and right forcefully, prying open Xie Ci’s hand and breaking free from his restraint.

Half-rolling, half-crawling, she tumbled to sit on the other side of the bench. She pulled up her hood, looking like she refused to continue talking to him.

“Don’t run away.”

His breathing hadn’t even evened out yet when he scooted over again, raising his hand to tug at the white fur trim on her hood.

“Do you like me or not?”

Xu You was silent for two or three seconds, then answered softly, still saying, “No.”

“……”

Xie Ci smiled, pulled off her hood, quickly leaned in, and kissed her cheek again.

What kind of enchantment is liking someone? Even sweetness doesn’t feel cloying.

He pulled back a bit, his gaze fixed on her face. “I’ve lived this long and haven’t begged people more than a thousand times. This time I’m seriously begging you—is it okay or not?”

Xu You averted her eyes. Originally, she didn’t want to smile.

She held it in for a few seconds.

He said seriously again, “Hey, I’m this handsome. Not liking me really isn’t human anymore.”

“Pfft.”

Xu You laughed so hard she choked, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. “Can you not be so narcissistic?”

Xie Ci tilted his head, watching her laugh.

The gradually quieting winter late-night road.

Time passed bit by bit.

Both of them were tired. Xu You curled up on the chair, closed her eyes drowsily, her head unconsciously resting on Xie Ci’s shoulder.

The breaking dawn of early morning was about to arrive.

The gradually brightening dawn light emerged from the street not far away.

“Hey, time for school.” The back of Xie Ci’s hand touched Xu You’s cheek.

She woke up, blinked, and discovered a hand blocking her view.

She was stunned for a moment.

In an instant, golden-yellow rosy light scattered from the horizon not far away, passing through the gaps between his fingers. The shadow blocked her eyes.

—

“You You, what’s wrong with you? You look so haggard.”

Zheng Xiaolin went to the back to get a cup of hot water and came back to find Xu You lying on the desk sleeping again.

Zhu Xiaohao, sitting behind her, also noticed something was off with Xu You. Twirling the pen in his hand, he said, “Did the top student catch a cold?”

Xu You was a light sleeper. The classroom was noisy too, so she couldn’t sleep at all. She just couldn’t muster any energy.

She got up, let Zheng Xiaolin in, and rubbed her eyes. “No, I had a bit of insomnia yesterday…”

Just as she was speaking, the English teacher suddenly appeared. Standing at the classroom door, she said, “Group leaders, collect yesterday’s homework. Before school ends, class representatives put them on my desk!”

After finishing, she paused and said meaningfully toward the back of the class, “Those who didn’t hand in homework will stand at the back during afternoon class!”

Xu You had originally wanted to take a little nap, but now there was no time. She sighed, took out her homework from her backpack, and went around collecting it one by one.

Fortunately, she’d found time yesterday to write the English homework.

When collecting at the back rows, a sweet, delicate female voice suddenly sounded in her ear. “Xie Ci, hand in your homework.”

Xu You’s movement of collecting homework froze for an instant, then she said to the next person, “Classmate, English homework.”

Xu Xiaocheng had originally been sleeping on his desk. Half-asleep, he squinted his eyes, fumbling in his drawer.

After fumbling for a long time without finding it, he lowered his head to search messily on the desk.

“Damn, where did my homework go?” Xu Xiaocheng cursed.

Song Yifan, sitting beside him playing with his phone, said lazily, “If you didn’t write it, just say so. You’re putting on quite a show.”

“I did write it, damn it.” Xu Xiaocheng was depressed. He looked up and said, “Wait a sec, I need to search properly.”

“Can’t you be like me and be honest? If you didn’t write it, just copy it directly.”

Song Yifan clicked his tongue twice, then turned to smile at Xu You. “Student Xu, top scholar, let’s make a deal—can you lend me a homework to copy?”

Anyway, this was the long break. Today was Wednesday, no morning exercises, so there was still a long time before class.

Xu You nodded and handed him her homework.

It was just translating a few sentences. Pretty simple and not long either.

Watching Xu Xiaocheng beside him turning everything upside down searching, Song Yifan wrote in a flamboyant scrawl while bantering, “Alright, alright, this year’s Oscar goes to you. Stop looking. Copy with me, Brother Cheng.”

Xu Xiaocheng didn’t even lift his head. “I suggest you immediately drop dead, Song Blackie.”

“Hahahaha damn.”

Song Yifan laughed as he copied, saying to Xu You waiting on the side, “Almost, almost. Give me a few minutes, I’ll be done soon!”

“Wait for me a few minutes too. I’ll find it right away.” Xu Xiaocheng immediately followed up.

Xu You stepped aside, saying quietly, “It’s okay. Take your time searching.”

On the other side.

Yuan Qianqian held homework in her arms, stopping at Xie Ci’s desk.

“Xie Ci, hurry up and stop sleeping. Hand in your homework.” She called out softly and gently.

The person lying on the desk didn’t move a muscle.

Yuan Qianqian bit her lip and good-naturedly patted Xie Ci’s shoulder lightly.

Xu Xiaocheng was still cursing as he searched for his homework.

Li Xiaoqiang, sitting in front of Xie Ci, suddenly slapped his forehead, hurriedly put away his gaming newspaper, and shouted toward the back, “Brother Cheng!! Your homework is with me!!”

Yesterday Li Xiaoqiang had casually taken Xu Xiaocheng’s homework that was on the desk to copy. After copying, he just set it aside and forgot to return it.

Oh my…

“Look at this mess.” Li Xiaoqiang felt embarrassed and chuckled twice, “Hehe.”

“Damn, then hurry up and give it to me.” Xu Xiaocheng rolled his eyes, took a breather, and sat back in his seat.

Li Xiaoqiang found the homework and suddenly stood up, ready to give it to Xu Xiaocheng.

He didn’t expect Yuan Qianqian to still be standing beside him. Turning around, unable to stop his momentum, he knocked the girl over.

“—Aah!” Yuan Qianqian cried out in alarm.

Li Xiaoqiang’s eyes and hands were quick, and he caught her.

He caught the person, but a stack of homework slipped from his hands.

With crackling sounds, it all crashed onto the head of the person who was sleeping.

If only time could flow backward, how wonderful that would be.

Li Xiaoqiang’s movements were stiff as he watched Xie Ci slowly lift his head from between his arms.

With his rising movement, there was a “smack” sound as homework that had been hanging on his shoulder fell onto his lap.

Yuan Qianqian turned pale, crouching down to pick them up one by one.

She had just raised her hand, wanting to remove the homework from Xie Ci’s body, when he blocked her with his arm.

“What are you doing?” He frowned, leaning against the chair back with an irritated look of not being fully awake.

Li Xiaoqiang hurriedly explained calmly, “Homework, turning in English homework. If you don’t write it, you’ll have to stand in the afternoon, Brother Ci.”

But Xie Ci didn’t have time to deal with him. His eyes saw Xu You standing to the side.

Such a big commotion had happened, but Xu You stood with her back to him, not looking this way at all.

Xie Ci lowered his head and raked his fingers through his hair.

Yuan Qianqian was still standing to the side. She bit her lip and said in a low voice, “Xie Ci, are you handing in homework or not? If not, I’m leaving.”

“Huh?”

Xie Ci came to his senses and made an acknowledging sound.

Yuan Qianqian couldn’t help saying, “You’ll have to stand in the afternoon. Aren’t you going to write it?”

“Yeah.” He leaned there lazily, not even lifting his eyes.

After Yuan Qianqian left, Li Xiaoqiang turned around with a complicated expression and said to Xie Ci, “Brother Ci, when dealing with beauties, can’t you put in a little effort?”

Before he could say anything, a voice came from beside him: “If he had to put effort into every beauty, Brother Ci’s heart would have been used up long ago.”

Xu Xiaocheng immediately realized something was wrong after saying it.

Oh no.

Xu You was still standing beside them waiting.

He coughed awkwardly, wanting to cover it up.

Song Yifan glanced to the side. “You—why can’t you control that cheap mouth of yours?”

After a while.

“Hey, which page is the English homework?” Xie Ci pulled out his homework from his desk drawer, pretending to ask.

The person beside him was just about to answer when he turned his head, stretched out his long arm to tug at Xu You. “Which page? Tell me.”

Xu You turned around, her eyes meeting his directly.

“Translation sentences in the book.” She said.

“Which page?”

“…….”

Xu You sighed, took two steps toward him, opened the English book with one hand, and pointed at the book. “This question.”

Xie Ci looked at her, raising his eyebrows slightly. “Give me yours to copy. I can’t do it.”

Why didn’t you copy just now? Now you’re making a scene.

Xu Xiaocheng rolled his eyes.

Xu You’s expression hesitated. She looked toward the back and said, “My homework is with Song Yifan.”

It was someone else’s homework. She had no right to just let Xie Ci copy it like that. That would be too impolite.

“Oh.”

Xie Ci closed the book, saying slowly, “Fine, then I’ll just stand in the afternoon.”

When have you ever honestly stood as punishment?

Xu You said silently in her heart.

“It’s no big deal. Didn’t I just not come to school yesterday? Didn’t I just blow in the wind all night…”

His voice was very low, only the two of them could hear.

Xu You looked at Xie Ci and found it amusing. She shook her head lightly and picked up the notebook on his desk.

“What are you doing?” The corner of his mouth lifted, asking despite knowing the answer.

Xu You answered patiently, “I’ll write it for you in a bit.”

Song Yifan sat right beside them and heard their entire conversation. Actually, he’d finished copying the homework long ago. But he didn’t dare return it directly to Xu You right now.

If he just gave it like that…

Song Yifan figured.

Probably.

This afternoon, Xie Ci would be able to find someone to do him in.

Chapter 36: Before New Year’s Eve
Thursday at noon, the entire school was filled with jubilant atmosphere. Because of New Year’s Day, they had an early holiday starting at noon, and wouldn’t return until Monday evening for self-study.

According to past holiday customs, some people in the class would always organize a gathering for everyone to eat and sing together. Tonight was New Year’s Eve, and many people had been discussing in the class group chat since last night about where to party for the countdown.

Xu You sat at her desk, copying down the problems the teacher had left on the blackboard. Sitting beside her, Zheng Xiaolin was excitedly discussing with the people behind where to go for tonight’s New Year’s Eve celebration.

A burst of whispered discussion came through:

“Let’s go to the big clock tower on Ping’an Street for the countdown tonight!”

“Holy shit, last time we went there, we almost had a stampede incident, did you forget? How dare you still want to go.”

“Can we be a bit more creative? Ping’an Street will definitely be packed tonight.”

“Hahahaha, you motherfucker, forget that last year we went to Ping’an Street for the countdown. Turns out there were couples everywhere, all paired up, you know how psychologically traumatizing that was?…”

“I don’t want to, I want to stay home and watch Hunan TV’s New Year’s Eve gala…”

“You’re so boring…”

“………”

“Oh right!! You You, tonight you!”

Zheng Xiaolin suddenly remembered something and turned to ask, “Are you free tonight?”

“Huh?” Xu You’s hands were busy, she didn’t hear clearly, “What did you say?”

Zheng Xiaolin was about to repeat herself when suddenly a tall, thin figure appeared before her.

She stopped mid-sentence, her words stuck in her throat.

Xie Ci had his hands in his pockets, leaning against the podium, using his knee to nudge Xu You’s desk, “Going out this afternoon?”

“Move aside, you’re blocking me from copying the problems.” Xu You straightened up slightly, craning her head to the left.

He laughed once, lowering his eyelids to ask: “Going or not?”

Xu You shook her head, “Not going, I have something to do.”

It wasn’t a lie, she really had something to do. Recently she’d been having intermittent stomach pains, and today being a holiday, Chen Xiuyun happened to have time and said she’d take her to the hospital to see a doctor.

“What is it?” His voice dropped lower.

“Something very important.”

He persisted: “What though.”

Xu You finished copying the last word, her pen tip pausing on the paper, she answered softly: “Stop asking, I really do have something to do.”

“Is it that every time I look for you, you have something to do?” Xie Ci asked in a very flat tone.

Xu You was at a loss for words, gripping the pen cap in her palm tightly, continuing to shake her head.

The atmosphere became somewhat tense for a moment.

The people nearby quietly glanced at Xu You, then at Xie Ci, then back at Xu You.

No one made a sound.

After waiting two or three seconds, her head hung very low, not saying a word.

Xie Ci made an “oh” sound, then walked down from the podium and left the classroom.

Xu You stared blankly at his retreating back.

Thinking to herself.

He seems… to be angry…

A bit of a temper tantrum.

Zheng Xiaolin was dazed for a long moment, digesting the fact that ‘Xie Ci had actively come to invite Xu You out to play.’ After all, in her eyes, the two of them couldn’t be more unrelated.

One was a gentle academic achiever with an introverted personality, the other was an uneducated but very handsome slacker…

Her reaction arc was a bit long, only now suddenly awakening, shouting loudly: “You You, is Xie Ci pursuing you?!”

Sitting behind them, Zhu Xiaohao held his forehead, speechless.

This fucking… the whole class knew about this thing…

“……I felt like Xie Ci was really scary for a moment just now, even his eyes were cold.”

Zheng Xiaolin patted her chest, muttering to Xu You: “You’re new here so you don’t know, but Xie Ci actually has quite a temper. But he hasn’t lost his temper in quite a while, and rarely loses it now. The reason is that in the past when he got angry, he liked to get physical with people, and nobody dared to provoke him…….”

In the afternoon.

The city hospital was still packed with people even on such a holiday. The lobby was filled with coming and going people with haggard expressions. Fortunately, Chen Xiuyun had made an appointment in advance, so she could take Xu You directly to the surgery area.

However, there were still some people queuing ahead, so Chen Xiuyun and Xu You sat on the long bench waiting.

“Your grandmother said a few days ago she dreamed that you went to see her.”

Hearing this sentence, Xu You was startled, “Ah….”

“Grandmother said she misses you so much.”

“I miss Grandmother too.”

Xu You’s heart felt a bit sour.

“She’s getting old, and her health isn’t good anymore, sigh….” Chen Xiuyun held Xu You’s medical examination form and looked at it, “From now on with your studies, don’t study so late, you’re ruining your body.”

“Every night I get up at midnight, and your room light is still on……”

Xu You made an “mm” sound, “There’s so much homework, Mom.”

“Can you finish it at school usually?” Chen Xiuyun helped Xu You straighten her collar, “Look at you, every time you get your period, the pain is so bad you can’t even eat, it’s because you don’t sleep well normally….”

As she was speaking, the door to the surgery room opened, and a nurse poked her head out and called: “Number 89, is Xu You here?”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Chen Xiuyun got up holding Xu You’s hand.

The gastric examination was really quite troublesome.

First they had to do a gastroscopy.

Xu You took a small bottle of capsule-like medicine, then was put under general anesthesia and laid down on the operating table.

There were still two or three people ahead, and she unknowingly fell asleep while waiting.

When she woke up, it was already four o’clock in the afternoon.

After showing the results to the doctor, the doctor said there was nothing serious, just a bit of chronic gastritis, and told her to pay attention to her diet normally.

Father Xu had a business dinner tonight, and Chen Xiuyun also had to stay at the hospital to take care of Chen Lizhi who had just given birth.

So Xu You could only take the bus home alone.

She had just been under general anesthesia and her whole body was weak. After washing up, she fell onto the bed and slept again.

When she woke up again, it was because the phone on her bedside table was ringing.

“Hello…” Xu You turned over, fumbling in the dark for her phone and putting it to her ear.

As soon as it touched her ear, the noisy, clamorous background sound from the other end instantly pierced through the phone, reaching her eardrum directly.

Xu You frowned, pulling it away a bit, and glanced at the caller ID.

—

New Year’s Eve. A large group of people from Class Nine had booked a hotel next to the countdown clock tower.

Eating and drinking had started from after six o’clock, and by now, they were at the height of their fun.

“Brother Ci, are we going clubbing tonight? It’s a new place my friend opened.”

A male student at the table took a sip of alcohol, “I haven’t been, but I heard it’s really wild.”

“Where is it?” Song Yifan asked.

“Not far, just near Zhongbai Plaza.”

“Is Brother Cheng going?” That male student turned to ask.

Xu Xiaocheng had one arm around his girlfriend, laughing, “You clueless thing, go to your mom’s big watermelon, playing with my girlfriend is way more fun than playing with you guys, okay?”

“Hahahahahaha, holy shit.”

“What kind of fun though? Share some experience.”

“Hahahahahaha fuck.”

Amidst the laughter and joy, Song Yifan turned to ask Xie Ci, “What about you, A Ci?”

“Not going.”

He didn’t even lift his head, biting a cigarette in his mouth.

Song Yifan saw his completely uninterested appearance. Puzzled for a moment, then suddenly understanding: “Oh…..right…you’re also a family man now.”

Xie Ci said nothing.

The air pressure around him dropped a few more degrees.

“What?! Xie Ci has a girlfriend, when did this happen?!! I didn’t hear about it.” Someone was surprised.

Song Yifan’s mouth was cheap: “Tsk tsk tsk, about this matter, you might not believe it when I say it….”

“Are you done yet, looking for trouble?”

Xie Ci’s expression was unclear as he sat there quietly, head lowered, fingers playing with a lighter.

Song Yifan immediately fell silent.

Li Jieyi, sitting across from them, saw Xie Ci take another glass of alcohol from the table to drink, and suddenly remembered, scanning the surroundings in a circle, puzzled: “Wait, why didn’t Xu You come today?”

Originally Xie Ci had been quite dejected, not talking much the whole time.

Hearing this name, he had a bit of a reaction. He glanced sideways, “When did you become so close with her?”

Li Jieyi smiled playfully, innocently saying: “Can you get over it, not even letting others say her name?”

Just then, the lobby door opened, and a server led someone in.

She had black hair hanging loose, wearing a wide green knit scarf and a white down jacket.

The noisy crowd didn’t notice the small commotion at the door.

But the people sitting at Song Yifan’s table instantly quieted down.

Xie Ci was still lowering his head smoking when his arm was bumped.

He looked up.

—

Xu You was urged by Fu Xueli’s repeated phone calls until she had no choice.

She briefly discussed it with Chen Xiuyun on the phone. Chen Xiuyun asked a couple questions about the situation, and Xu You replied that she was going to celebrate New Year’s with her current classmates.

Chen Xiuyun also instructed her to be careful and safe outside, not to play too late, and agreed to everything else.

Xu You sat together with Fu Xueli, and the table was full of students from Class Nine.

“You You, have you eaten yet?”

Fu Xueli was happy to see her come, “Later I’ll take you to the riverside to watch the fireworks.”

Xu You took off her scarf, squinting her eyes in a smile, “Haha, sounds good.”

“The dishes on the table are almost gone, I’ll order another serving for you.” Fu Xueli raised her hand.

Xu You quickly held her back, saying: “No need to go to such trouble, I had a gastric exam this afternoon, I can only eat some light things.”

“Huh?” Fu Xueli looked down at her face, somewhat worried, “Are you okay? I didn’t know you were sick, and I still called you out.”

“It’s nothing serious.” She explained softly.

“So what can you eat?”

“Just drink a little porridge.”

After a while, white porridge was served.

Xu You picked up a spoon, scooping it up little by little, blowing on it to cool it, then bringing it to her mouth.

She listened to the people beside her chatting.

Li Xiaoqiang held a flatbread in his hand eating it, eating while looking down at his phone.

Beside him, Zhu Xiaohao leaned over to see what he was doing. He exclaimed exaggeratedly, “Holy shit, Li Xiaoqiang you’re so girly, still reading romance novels.”

“Look at this, what kind of names are these.” Zhu Xiaohao leaned his head in closer.

“Damn, don’t talk.” Li Xiaoqiang dodged, pressing the lock screen, but was still unfortunately seen by Zhu Xiaohao.

He read out the book titles one by one: “Fierce Husband, Gathering Joy, He and His Cat…..”

“Fuck you, stop talking.” Li Xiaoqiang was extremely embarrassed, his big face turning completely red.

Everyone around started laughing.

“I’m going to take Xu You to the riverside later, not going back with you.” Fu Xueli propped her chin with her hand, her eyes looking at Xu Xingchun beside her.

He merely nodded, saying nothing else.

“Tsk.”

Fu Xueli reached out and poked Xu Xingchun’s chin, “You’re not happy?”

Xu Xingchun caught her restless hand, placing it on his leg.

Today being a holiday, he wasn’t wearing his school uniform. Instead, he wore his own dark blue jacket with simple jeans below. With his long legs and tall stature, looking so clean and particularly handsome, the waitress had glanced at him several times earlier.

“What.” Fu Xueli tried to pull back her hand, discovering it was being held silently but very tightly.

“What time will you finish watching?” He asked.

Fu Xueli laughed inwardly, deliberately saying: “Can you not be so roundabout?”

—

Xu You was afraid of burning herself, so she could only drink the porridge in small sips.

She was very focused when eating, head buried low, eyes staring at the bowl.

After eating for a while, a voice suddenly came from above her head.

“Your hair.”

Xu You’s movement paused.

Xie Ci supported himself on the chair back with one hand, holding a small strand of her hair, saying to Li Xiaoqiang beside him: “Switch places.”

He sat down. She felt even more uncomfortable.

This afternoon… he had been angry after all.

Xu You tried her best to ignore him, scooping porridge spoonful by spoonful.

Xie Ci had drunk a bit of alcohol, and his whole person was lazy again. He placed one foot on the horizontal bar of the chair, leaning forward slightly, his fair face showing a slight blush.

“I called you this afternoon, deliberately didn’t answer?”

He really had no temper left. He’d been annoyed all afternoon, and whenever he was idle he thought of her, and after thinking of her he continued to be annoyed. But just now, the instant he saw Xu You, most of his anger flew away. Originally he’d been sitting in his seat wanting to maintain his composure for a few seconds, not actively seeking out Xu You. Who would have thought she’d completely act as if he was just some random person.

He endured for a long time, internally tormented, finally unable to bear it, and under the teasing gazes of Song Yifan and the others, he stood up.

Xu You thought of the time he mentioned, keeping her head down, slowing her pace of eating porridge, “No, I was at the hospital, probably didn’t hear it.”

“Hospital? Why did you go to the hospital?” His brows instantly knitted together.

Xu You answered: “It’s nothing serious, just went for a checkup.”

“So when you told me at noon that you had something to do, it was to go to the hospital?” He pressed.

Xu You nodded, pinching the stainless steel spoon.

“Xu You.” Xie Ci called her name.

Xu You looked up.

He leaned in close as if no one else was there, saying in a low voice: “Don’t make me angry next time, okay?”

“What?” Xu You was baffled.

Xie Ci’s eyes stared at her.

Xu You: “……..”

He said in a serious tone, word by word.

“I like you, that’s why I have no temper, you know?”

Chapter 37: Children’s Songs
“——Cough, cough cough.”

Xu You choked on a mouthful of porridge in her throat and couldn’t catch her breath.

“Tissue, tissue, give me a tissue.” She coughed, half covering her mouth, fumbling on the table for napkins.

Fu Xueli heard the commotion and looked over, hurriedly pulling tissues from her bag to hand over, “Here, here, here, how did you choke?”

She had just been turning her head to talk with Xu Xingchun and hadn’t noticed this side.

Xie Ci watched Xu You cough so hard she was swaying back and forth, her pure white face染上 tinged with a few traces of blush.

He lowered his head to look, placing his hand on her back patting, “Are you okay?”

Xu You waved her hand, unable to speak, only shaking her head to indicate she was fine.

He looked at her for a few seconds, “So did you hear clearly what I just said to you?”

“No.”

“Mm.” Xie Ci smiled, “You really think I have no temper?”

Xu You stirred her porridge, not looking at him, just saying softly: “Those are your own words.”

Xie Ci immediately asked: “What about the sentence before that, didn’t hear it or what, your grades are so good, can’t you grasp the key point?”

“Xie Ci, I want to discuss something with you.” Her expression was very serious.

“What is it?”

Xie Ci’s curiosity was piqued.

Xu You said: “I need to eat, so right now, can you not talk to me.”

“…….”

Xu You took another sip of porridge, her lowered gaze unchanged. Putting down the spoon, she freed her right hand to turn his face, adding: “And don’t look at me either.”

An unconsciously intimate gesture, yet done so naturally.

Both of them froze at the same time.

Xu You was like she’d been burned, quickly pulling back her hand.

Belatedly realizing what she’d done.

Xie Ci turned his head back over, glancing at her. Smiling silently and slowly.

They didn’t know from when their relationship had become somewhat subtle.

Maintaining a slight closeness that was neither near nor far, though it couldn’t quite be called ambiguous.

Xu You didn’t eat much, only drinking half a bowl of porridge.

Throughout the entire process, Xie Ci sat quietly beside her keeping her company, truly not saying another word.

Seeing this scene.

Everyone’s expressions varied, some surprised, some understanding, some grinning mischievously, clearly in tacit agreement.

The third floor of the hotel was for karaoke.

After the several tables of Class Nine students finished eating and drinking, they successively went upstairs to sing. Everyone was waiting for 12 o’clock to celebrate the new year together.

There were many wealthy second-generation kids in their class, each one spending big money, directly getting a super flagship room to play in.

The space was very large, the lights were flashing, genuine leather sofas for resting were arranged in long rows on both sides. Servers carried in several cases of beer, and several carts were full of food.

Fruit, popcorn, sunflower seeds, drinks… everything was available.

Song Yifan was the most rowdy, without a word being the first to sing, choosing “Single Love Song.”

Singing to the climax part, he was especially intoxicated, his left hand starting to wave, “Friends on the left, let me see your waving hands, sing along with me, okay?!!”

No one paid attention to him, Song Yifan pretentiously extended the microphone in his right hand.

“Hahahahaha holy shit.”

The group of people sitting there couldn’t stop laughing, Xu Xiaocheng threw a pillow over, laughing and cursing loudly: “Give it a rest, you idiot.”

Song Yifan tilted his head, dodging the attack, then shouted with his eyes closed: “Friends on the right, the wave isn’t big enough!!! Let me feel your enthusiasm!!!”

The whole room burst into laughter.

Xu You was feeling very tired overall, and rarely came to this kind of entertainment venue, so she could only stay on the sidelines as an observer, simply watching them have fun.

Some people were gathered around the song selection stand in front, she looked at her phone.

9:30

It was almost ten o’clock.

Xu You thought that after a while she’d go home, she couldn’t stay out too late.

Just as she was spacing out, not far in front diagonally, a male student held a microphone in his hand. His voice was amplified several times, ringing out from the speakers, “Hey, it’s boring with just us song kings singing, why don’t we get a few academic achievers to sing?”

This suggestion drew cheers from many people.

“Academic achievers, where’s the class monitor?” Someone turned to look, didn’t find him, but spotted Xu You sitting on the sofa.

“Hey there, that one, that one, Xu You!!!!!! Come sing one with us.”

Being pointed out.

Xu You was startled, and before she could react, the male student with the microphone had already walked up to her.

“Academic achiever, what song do you want to sing, let me set it up for you?”

That male student extended the microphone to Xu You.

Xu You waved her hand in refusal.

She really couldn’t do it. She’d had no musical cells since childhood, hadn’t listened to many pop songs, only knew how to sing a few children’s songs.

The male student wouldn’t give up, persistently saying: “It doesn’t matter, just sing whatever you know.”

“Come on, come on.”

“That…”

Xu You cleared her throat, explaining somewhat embarrassedly, “I’m sorry, I really only know how to sing children’s songs…”

—

Returning from the restroom, as soon as Xie Ci pushed open the door to the private room, he heard from inside a burst of:

“In front of the door there’s a grapevine, tender and green just sprouted, the snail carries that heavy shell, step by step…”

A slightly childish voice, with a lively and cheerful tune.

His hand paused, he backed out and looked up, doubting he’d gone to the wrong place.

Once inside, Xu You had her back to him, holding the microphone with both hands looking at the big screen, earnestly singing.

She didn’t move at all when singing, just stood there, extremely proper. Beside her was a girl singing along with her.

The two of them taking turns line by line.

Li Xiaoqiang beside them held rattles in both hands, shaking them up and down, cheering them on, “Woo-oh~~! Yao Chunbing you can do it!!!”

“Hahahahaha, Brother Ci, your wife is really funny.”

Song Yifan came over putting his arm around his shoulders, laughing while saying: “Too cute, how are there still girls like this nowadays, I can’t take it, I’m really dying of laughter, I really want to…”

Xie Ci glanced at him, “What do you want?”

“How would I dare, I don’t dare anything, don’t even dare to think.” Song Yifan immediately shook his head.

“The Snail and the Oriole” was sung halfway through.

Xie Ci propped his head up, half his body reclined on the sofa. With his feet up, he listened for another two seconds, the corner of his lips pulled up, unable to help but smile.

The more he smiled, the more he couldn’t stop.

Singing this kind of song in a KTV was one thing, but damn, this children’s song tune could actually make Xu You go off to the North Pole.

That was quite an ability.

Actually Xu You was also very embarrassed singing, because she kept failing to keep up with the tune. Her voice was very soft, just blending in with Yao Chunbing beside her.

There were still quite a few people egging them on nearby.

The phone in her pocket vibrated as soon as it rang, she immediately felt it.

Xu You immediately put down the microphone, pushed open the door and ran to the hallway to answer the phone, it was a call from Chen Xiuyun.

“Hello, Mom.”

“Are you home yet?”

“Not yet, I’m with classmates.”

“Still haven’t finished dinner?”

“Finished already.” She said.

“When are you coming home, don’t be too late, it’s almost ten o’clock, Mom is worried.”

“Mm… I should be soon…”

Xu You leaned against the wall talking on the phone, and as she was speaking, the door was pulled open from inside.

“Shh.” Xu You glanced over, immediately silently making a gesture to Xie Ci, signaling him to be quiet.

Chen Xiuyun was still saying on the other end: “It’s good to interact more with classmates, but the time…”

The signal here wasn’t good, the voice on the other end was intermittent.

Xu You stood up, moving her feet pacing back and forth, agreeing, “Mom, I know, I’ll go back right away, I’ll send you a message when I get home…”

Just after hanging up the phone, her arm was grabbed by someone, he casually asked: “You’re leaving?”

“Mm.” Xu You put away her phone.

Xie Ci tilted his head, “Want me to take you?”

Chapter 39: New Year’s Eve
Walking out of the hotel, they stood at the roadside.

With temperatures around zero degrees at night, the street was crowded with people, bustling and flowing like water. Although the night was deep, the city was still ablaze with lights.

This place wasn’t too far from Xu You’s home, about a ten-minute walk.

Along the way, there were street musicians holding guitars singing love songs. The tune was mellow. Xu You stopped in her tracks, listening with great interest for a while.

“You’re listening quite happily, can you sing it?” Xie Ci stood to the side, watching her relaxed expression, his heart itching, unable to help teasing her.

She didn’t respond.

Xie Ci curved his lips, thinking of something, laughing again, “Even singing a children’s song you can go off-key.”

Xu You’s eyes looked around. Her chin was wrapped in her scarf, her voice muffled, “Why must you be able to sing just because you listen to a song?”

“If you don’t sing, why listen?” His response was quick.

Xu You glanced at him, seriously asking back: “Does studying necessarily mean you’ll get good grades on exams?”

“I don’t study.”

“…….”

The wind was cold and clear, she walked forward aimlessly following the crowd, quiet and leisurely, her black and soft long hair draped behind her back.

The crowd hurried past beside her, those coming toward her were all couples holding hands. Xie Ci was right beside her, still continuing the previous topic, “Seriously, when I take exams, if I don’t show the teacher what I can do, he’d really think he taught me something.”

Xu You paused for quite a while before laughing out loud.

“There’s something wrong with your brain, I don’t want to communicate with you.”

“Damn, you’re even cursing now, huh?” Xie Ci squinted, moving closer to her, “Not afraid I’ll beat you up? Don’t you know I’m the boss?”

He spoke seriously, and Xu You was amused again, “You’re the boss, of course I’m afraid.”

“You have a bad temper.”

She somehow recalled, “On my first day transferring here, I saw you fighting, and then I was forced by you to write physics homework.”

“Stop, stop, stop.”

Xie Ci was confused, “Forcing you to write homework for me is true, but when did I fight?”

“I saw it with my own eyes.”

She said quietly: “Because of your ex-girlfriend.”

Hearing Xu You bring up old accounts, Xie Ci still felt a bit guilty.

After all, he’d caused quite a few incidents, who could still remember which one she was talking about…

But…

“You’re wronging me here, besides you, when the hell have I ever fought over a girl?”

“I even heard you guys chanting slogans.”

Xu You’s expression was bland, deliberately embarrassing him, “It seemed to be this line, whether First High is chaotic or not… Brother Ci has the final say?”

“………”

“You’re quite impressive.”

Xie Ci laughed and cursed, “That’s just for fun, hahahaha holy shit, but did you hear the first half of that sentence, it’s connected together.”

He didn’t feel embarrassed at all, pursing his lips, directly reciting smoothly: “First High’s little tyrant, several houses in the neighboring city; whether First High is chaotic or not, Brother Ci has the final say.”

His tone proud and arrogant.

Xu You stared at him silently.

But this line…

Xie Ci blinked, recalling for a moment.

Suddenly realizing, he turned to ask: “You’re not talking about Fu Yishun, are you?”

Xu You: “How would I know who it was?”

“Fuck, that idiot.”

He was very irritated, uncomfortably touching his nose, “Someone else actively looked for trouble with me, of course I couldn’t back down, where would the grade boss’s authority be, it wasn’t for some girl.”

“Why are you the grade boss, self-proclaimed?” She asked seriously.

Xie Ci made an “ah” sound, his face showing a roguish smile, “Because I’m handsome, just this handsome to be first, cool or not?”

Xu You looked at his profile, not wanting to dwell on this kind of question.

She turned around, walking toward another street corner.

Xie Ci followed behind, smiling yet not quite smiling, tilting his head to the side, coughing once.

“You’re jealous.” He asked slowly.

Xu You couldn’t be bothered, “I’m not, who’s jealous?”

“You, little vinegar jar.”

He couldn’t help but raise his hand, pinching her ear cartilage, his fingertips intimately touching.

Xu You was about to struggle when her neck was embraced from behind.

Xie Ci tilted his head slightly, his arm drawing in a bit, saying low and slow by her ear: “We’re all almost adults, can we be a bit more honest?”

The two of them were walking and talking, their attention not focused, when they bumped into a small child running and bouncing toward them.

That little girl was holding a pinwheel, bumping into Xu You’s leg with a thud, then falling to the ground and bursting into loud tears.

Xu You was caught completely off guard, frozen in place. After reacting for two seconds, she hurriedly stepped forward, crouching beside the little girl, gently patting her back: “Are you okay, little sister? Big sister didn’t mean it…”

The little girl only cared about crying, not paying her any attention. Her hand covered her face, her big eyes filled with crystal tears, falling one by one, her face flushed bright red.

“Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry yet.”

Xu You was flustered, using her hands to wipe the little girl’s tears. She had no experience coaxing children, could only say whatever came to mind, her tone anxious yet gentle: “Little sister, don’t cry, will big sister take you to buy candied hawthorn, okay?”

The little girl instantly stopped crying, her continuously shrugging shoulders froze, and she quickly, softly agreed, “Okay.”

After speaking, as if afraid Xu You hadn’t heard, she added another sentence: “I want to eat candied hawthorn, Auntie buy for me.”

Xu You: ………

Xie Ci stood to the side with his hands in his pockets, simply laughing out loud.

Only then did the little girl notice a big brother standing nearby.

His appearance was clean and handsome, especially when he smiled, very appealing to women.

Because no matter what age, females all like good-looking people.

The little girl without thinking opened her arms, sobbing while saying: “Want a hug.”

Xu You had no choice but to use a tissue to wipe her nose. Supporting herself on her knees, she stood up, slightly bending at the waist, her arms passing under the little girl’s armpits, using force to lift her up.

Oh my, so heavy.

She grimaced, a bit unsteady, stepping back two steps, her waist supported by Xie Ci’s hand.

“Can big brother hold you instead? Auntie doesn’t have much strength, can’t carry you.”

Xie Ci raised his eyebrows lightly, speaking to the little girl in Xu You’s arms.

“Okay!”

So Xie Ci took the little girl.

Xu You walked two steps, picking up the fallen pinwheel from the ground and stuffing it back into the little girl’s hands.

“Little sister, where are your mommy and daddy?”

Xu You was about half a head shorter than Xie Ci, just the right height to be eye-level with the little girl.

She wiped the tears from the little girl’s face dry, patiently asking, “Why are you alone?”

“Don’t know…”

The little girl hugged Zhou Dang’s neck, her head moving left and right, “Daddy disappeared.”

Xu You now frowned with worry, “Ah, how far did you run by yourself?”

“Auntie, I want to eat candy…”

Xie Ci silently watched the two of them interact, his gaze just stuck on Xu You like that.

She was completely unaware, still worrying about the lost little girl. Looking around, there were bobbing heads everywhere.

“Take her to buy candied hawthorn first?” Xie Ci tilted his head toward Xu You, asking low by her ear.

Xu You immediately refused, “No, we can’t take the child away, we need to stay in place and wait for her parents to find her.”

The phone in his pocket vibrated at this moment, Xie Ci pulled it out with one hand, putting it to his ear, “Hello?”

On the other end was Xu Xiaocheng’s voice, noisy as hell, as soon as he connected he asked loudly: “Are you coming back today or not?”

Xie Ci was almost exhausted holding that chubby girl with one hand, his tone impatient, wanting to end the call quickly, “What is it? I still have things to do.”

“Holy shit, Xie Ci, are you even a brother, just focusing on accompanying the girl,” Xu Xiaocheng was dissatisfied.

Xie Ci’s tone became even more impatient, “You’re so long-winded, what the hell do you want, just say it quickly.”

Xu Xiaocheng made a “hey” sound, “No, we’re planning to go to Four Carats, that’s the bar Chen Jing’s friend opened.”

“Can you cut the nonsense or not?”

Xie Ci still hadn’t caught the main point in Xu Xiaocheng’s words.

“I just ate a lot of stuff, I’m stuffed, probably won’t be able to drink much later.”

“Feel free to eat, your ugliness isn’t because you’re fat.”

Xu You had originally been lowering her head carefully asking the little girl about things, when she suddenly heard Xie Ci being poor-mouthed again.

She couldn’t help but curve the corner of her mouth.

Xu Xiaocheng laughed on the other end, “Are you coming to celebrate New Year’s with us or not? Qiu Qingqing is also coming.”

“She’s coming?”

“Yeah, Chen Jing managed to pursue her, tell me, aren’t you upset?”

“With me jj things.”

Xie Ci was very calm, bursting into English.

The other side didn’t understand, quiet for two seconds before asking, “What does that mean? Why did A Ci suddenly become so sophisticated?”

Xie Ci was amused himself, “It’s none of my dick’s business, you don’t even understand that?”

“Hahahahahaha.”

“Who’s Chen Jing?”

He had no impression at all.

“The one whose hair looks like a wifi transmitter.”

Xu Xiaocheng tentatively asked, “Are you coming?”

Xie Ci smiled coldly, noncommittal, “Is the wife important, or are you guys important?”

…..

Time passed minute by minute, the little girl’s parents still hadn’t come.

Xu You looked at her watch, standing on her tiptoes looking around.

Xie Ci didn’t care, holding the little girl teasing her, “Hey, why do you call her Auntie and call me Big Brother?”

“Huh?” The little girl was a bit sleepy, stammering: “Because Big Brother is handsome.”

“Oh…”

Xie Ci deliberately drew out his tone, his eyes glancing toward Xu You, “Handsome means Big Brother, then isn’t Auntie pretty?”

Xu You was on the side calling her parents to explain the situation, too lazy to pay attention to him.

“Mm, a little sister, wait a bit longer, if the parents don’t come we’ll take her to the police station.”

Xu You lowered her head, kicking the small pebble in front of her, saying: “It’s fine, I’m with my classmate, don’t worry…”

After a few more words of instruction from the other end, she hung up the phone.

Xie Ci was still playing, saying: “She’s Big Brother’s girlfriend, can’t call her Auntie, you know?”

His patience with kids was really good.

However, listening to them talk, Xu You’s temple still twitched painfully.

The lively scene on the street completely didn’t show that the night was already very late. New Year’s Eve had an unimaginable magical attraction for young people, as if this special time period could bring them enormous joy, everyone was playing with all their might.

They held the little girl waiting for a long time, blowing in the wind, until finally they waited for a young couple.

The little girl’s parents.

Obviously they had also nearly gone crazy searching, that mother was crying while holding her daughter.

The father was much calmer emotionally, still having energy to constantly thank Xu You and Xie Ci.

By the time everything was finally handled, it was already very late.

Voices clamoring, lights wandering.

Xu You sighed tiredly, crouching on the ground resting for a while.

Xie Ci leaned against the railing watching her, not saying anything either.

Just spacing out like this for a minute.

“Hey.” Her scarf was lifted and tugged by someone.

Xu You turned her head.

Xie Ci held a corner of the scarf in his hand, his gaze wandering over her face, “Since it’s already so late anyway, want me to take you to the riverside to watch fireworks?”

“Very big fireworks?” Her gaze didn’t look at him, but drifted to somewhere further away.

“You’ll know once you go.”

—

The riverside was indeed very lively, bustling crowds, young couples being affectionate everywhere could be seen, holding glow sticks in their hands.

“Want me to buy you some flowers?” Xie Ci’s eyes casually swept over the small stalls and vendors along the way.

Xu You walked forward, saying carelessly “Don’t want any.”

He took her hand, “Don’t get lost.”

Xu You struggled a bit, baffled, “Don’t pull me.”

“Wife, stop making a fuss, I’ll admit my mistake, isn’t that enough?”

Xie Ci’s voice was deliberately very loud, causing people around to look over one after another.

There were even people nearby teasing, “The young couple is quarreling?”

Xie Ci replied, “No, my wife is very well-behaved.”

Xu You was stunned, “Don’t talk nonsense.”

Seeing her expression tightly strained, Xie Ci laughed once, also not letting go, but instead pretending to casually ask: “Am I not your boyfriend?”

Xu You sighed inwardly. Her hands twisted behind her neck, wrapping the long scarf around in circles.

Her chin shrank into the scarf, her eyes squinting a bit from being blown by the wind.

Xie Ci clenched his back teeth.

“Xu You.” He called her name in a light voice, “If you dare say no, you’re done for.”

Xu You was about to speak when the crowd around them suddenly became restless.

Thousands upon thousands of people counting down together, quite a few couples already embracing and kissing, whistling sounds, screaming sounds, various excited sounds echoing by the riverside.

Five, four, three, two, one.

The last second of this year, the first second of next year.

In an instant, fireworks exploded across the sky.

Bang bang bang, continuous fireworks, illuminating the dark black curtain. Sparks falling from the sky and scattering seemed to fall into her eyes.

Xu You looked up.

So beautiful.

Xie Ci pulled down Xu You’s thick scarf, exposing her smooth, delicate chin.

His eyes were like a wolf’s, the corner of his mouth slightly pulled, slowly leaning down, “You want to play me to death?”

After speaking, Xie Ci’s face pressed down.

His thin lips pressed close to hers sucking, he used fierce force, kissing very heavily.

She heard his deep and heavy breathing.

Turning and reversing, the lips stuck together separated slightly, connecting with a thread of silver. He withdrew a tiny bit of distance, his eyes pitch black, tightly capturing Xu You’s pupils.

His voice low and hoarse, “Try it? If it doesn’t work, forget it.”

Waiting until the end.

Finally waiting for her ultimately helpless sigh.

Xu You lowered her head, pressing against Xie Ci’s shoulder, murmuring: “Next time don’t bite my mouth, it hurts.”

Chapter 40: Come
As soon as Xu You finished speaking.

Xie Ci froze in place for two seconds to process. After understanding the meaning, he only felt his heart melting.

His mind was like popping candy fizzing and melting, his bones trembling lightly, his fingers unconsciously curling up.

There was wind, the night was cool.

The riverside lights were brilliant, the clamoring crowd’s cheers didn’t stop, fireworks exploding one after another in the starlit night sky with its thin starlight.

Xie Ci’s face moved close to Xu You’s ear, his hand circling around her back, letting her whole person nestle in his embrace. His fingers tightened, asking word by word: “Does this mean you’re agreeing to be with me?”

The hot breath he exhaled sprayed onto her ear, burning and making her heart panic.

Before she could open her mouth to say anything, Xie Ci directly said: “If you regret it, I’ll jump in the river right now.”

Xu You’s forehead pressed against Xie Ci’s shoulder. After a long while, she reached out her hand to lightly circle his waist, quietly replying: “I know, I won’t let you jump in the river.”

—

All the way until he sent her home, his hand never let go.

A short journey of just over ten minutes was forcibly dragged out by the two of them to take an entire hour to complete. Or to be more accurate, it was dragged out by Xie Ci alone.

Along this entire road, he was like he’d developed a kissing addiction, stopping every two steps to lean over and kiss Xu You.

Looking at her directly, sideways glances, inadvertent peripheral vision – approximately dozens of times per minute.

Then unable to suppress wanting to get close to her, kissing her earlobe, kissing her face, kissing the corner of her lips, kissing her eyes.

Passersby would occasionally cast appraising looks at the two of them, murmuring in low voices about who knows what. Being watched by people in such broad daylight made Xu You very uncomfortable. She really couldn’t take it anymore, standing a bit to the side, pulling distance from Xie Ci, “Why do you keep doing this, can you just walk properly?”

In the deep winter night, there was bone-piercing cold.

The streetlight was right overhead, yellow-orange light falling down, the wind blowing and swaying the tree shadows.

“Are you angry?” He touched his neck, asking somewhat uncertainly.

“No.” Xu You paused before continuing, “But sometimes, can you restrain yourself a little bit?”

Xie Ci raised his eyebrows, “Restrain what?”

“You… it’s just…”

Xu You frowned slightly, finding it somewhat difficult to speak.

She couldn’t continue.

How could she say this kind of thing directly…

Should she tell him not to always kiss her… that directly?

She actually rarely deliberately went to great lengths to think about how to get along with someone. But his behavior sometimes was really difficult for her to get used to, especially since they’d just confirmed their relationship. Xu You felt that doing these very intimate things with him in broad daylight in public really wasn’t very good.

Xie Ci leaned against the lamppost nearby, the corner of his lips pulling up a slight arc, his tone naturally revealing a bit of roguish meaning, “If you want me to restrain myself, then don’t provoke me.”

From this angle, Xu You could see his pitch-black eyes, set against pale shadows, his eyes elongated and slightly narrowed at the ends. She was baffled, “I’m not provoking you.”

He was completely unreasonable, his thumb and index finger pinching her chin: “Your speaking is provoking me, even your breathing is provoking me.”

“……..”

“You know or not, even when you look at me now, I feel like you’re seducing me.”

In the deep night the cold air was heavy, Xu You’s black hair just scattered over her shoulders. Her skin was good, fair and delicate, her eyes dark and moist.

Xie Ci watched and watched and couldn’t help but lean down again, his kiss landing beside her nose bridge, below her eyes.

Warm lips pressed against that patch of skin.

She pushed his face away, turning her head and walking away, ignoring the slight pleasant laughter that rang out behind her.

Not far ahead they’d reach home.

Xu You stopped in her tracks, just about to turn her head to tell Xie Ci to go home early. Then she felt someone embrace her from behind, his arms locking around her waist.

With his tall stature, leaning close to her ear from behind, he asked in a low voice: “Come out to play tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow I need to be at home.”

Xie Ci was instantly dissatisfied: “Damn, what for at home?”

“Do homework.” Her voice was very calm.

“……..”

Xu You laughed helplessly, turning around, her hand raising slightly to press against his forehead, pushing lightly, “Go back quickly, finals are coming soon, I really need to review.”

“I won’t.” Xie Ci pulled down her arm, pinching one side of her cheek, sucking on the slightly pouty soft center of her lips, “I’m so lonely alone, are you really going to write homework all day?”

“Where are you lonely, there are so many people playing with you.”

“No, right now I just want to play with my girlfriend, I don’t care about the others.”

“Whatever.”

Xu You wanted to leave, but was pulled by Xie Ci and pushed against the wall to the side. His hand propped against the spot above her shoulder.

“What are you doing?!” She was blocked from leaving, looking up deliberately being fierce at him.

But the two of them were pressed too close together, fitting tightly with no gaps, even their breathing intervals audible.

Xu You was a bit awkward and embarrassed. She raised her hand to block between their chests, wanting to separate some distance, slightly turning her head not daring to look directly at his eyes, “Let me go, I’m really going home.”

“Wait a moment.”

Her wrist was suddenly grabbed by him. Xie Ci pulled the person into his embrace, lowering his head and sticking close again, “Kiss a bit more, I didn’t kiss enough just now.”

—

When she got up the next day it was already two or three in the afternoon, snow was floating outside the window, the residential area was completely white.

Inside the room the heating was on, warm and cozy.

Xu You’s head was still a bit dizzy, just woken up, she couldn’t muster her energy. She yawned, casually turning off the humidifier switch, putting on her clothes and opening the room door, shuffling in slippers to the living room. Dad and Mom weren’t home, Chen Xiuyun had cooked porridge and left it on the dining table, with a note stuck beside it telling her to heat up the dishes and eat them herself.

The microwave light was faintly bright, rotating the food. Xu You stared blankly at the rotating timer. Suddenly remembering that before going to sleep last night she’d put her phone on silent.

She ran to her room, taking out the phone from her coat, checking if there were any messages.

Casually flipping through, they were all from Xie Ci.

Missed calls and many text messages.

Xu You was too lazy to reply, sighing slightly, putting the phone aside.

This person really had too much free time.

After eating, Xu You sat down at her desk to study. Approaching finals, the tasks for each subject also became heavier, in just a few short days of New Year’s holiday, all sorts of test papers had been distributed.

Xu You was very focused in whatever she did, easily getting absorbed. It was the same with studying, so time passed without her realizing. She finished the biology test paper, then took out the math problems to work on.

Just finishing the fourth problem, her phone rang again.

She didn’t need to look to know who it was.

Xu You stopped her pen, rubbing her sore neck. Perfect timing for a break.

She answered the phone, “Hello… Xie Ci.”

“Damn, what are you doing, finally willing to answer my call.”

There were children’s voices nearby, noisy and chaotic doing who knows what.

Xie Ci cleared his throat, saying to the people beside him: “Go play over there, don’t bother me.”

Hearing the playful noisy background sounds on the other end, Xu You asked: “Where are you?”

She was a bit thirsty, getting up to pour water to drink.

Xie Ci said: “At home.”

“Why is it so noisy?” Various talking and laughing sounds mixed together.

He made an “mm” sound, saying: “People came over to the house.”

Only then did Xu You realize that today was New Year’s Day, it should be a family gathering or something, she made an “oh” sound, “All relatives?”

“Yeah, I’m bored to death…”

Just as he finished speaking, he suddenly shouted: “Hey holy shit, Xie Haixin don’t climb on me.”

Xie Haixin held a homework book, looking at him eagerly: “Brother, what are you doing?”

Xie Ci pulled off his cousin’s hand, saying impatiently: “On the phone with my girlfriend.”

“Wow! Girlfriend!”

Xie Haixin’s eyes lit up, “Is it the older sister you told me about, the one with better grades than me!”

“Yes yes yes, adults are talking, kids shouldn’t listen.”

“But you said you’d have her teach me homework!” Xie Haixin persisted relentlessly.

Xie Ci had forgotten about this. Earlier when he passed by, seeing his cousin in her room writing homework with a worried frown, he’d casually bragged, “Yo, so young yet loves studying so much, almost catching up to your sister-in-law, sometime I’ll have her teach you homework.”

Kids these days were all precocious, understanding everything. Xie Haixin pouted: “Brother you’re lying, your grades are so bad.”

Xie Ci was also too bored, actually leaning against the doorframe, just chatting with his cousin like this: “What’s wrong with bad grades, only in second grade and you dare look down on your brother?”

“The sister with good grades won’t like you.”

“Hey, you little brat, isn’t your brother handsome?”

Actually to be honest, Xie Ci had a refined and straight nose bridge, was tall and thin, his skin tone fairly fair, his handsome face made countless girls secretly admire him.

So Xie Haixin thought her brother was handsome, but was too embarrassed to say it, so she stubbornly said: “The girls in our class all don’t like boys with bad grades, those with good grades should be with those with good grades.”

“So realistic?” Xie Ci couldn’t help but laugh, deliberately teasing her, “But the girls in our class all like boys with bad grades.”

Talk about reaping what you sow. Right now, finally able to say a few words with his girlfriend, but being pestered endlessly by his cousin, entangled without end.

“Is something wrong?” Xu You asked softly from the other end.

Xie Ci restrained his cousin trying to grab the phone, turning over saying: “My sister wants you to teach her homework.”

“Huh?” She made an “oh” sound, laughing, “Sure, give her the phone.”

Xie Haixin finally got her wish and obtained the phone, she put it to her ear. The child was quite polite, coming up first with a soft greeting: “Hello, big sister.”

“What big sister, call her sister-in-law.” Xie Ci interjected from the side.

But no one paid attention to him.

Xu You made a gentle “mm” sound, saying gently: “Hello, what do you want big sister to teach?”

“Teach math, big sister teach me math, I can’t do it!”

Xu You took a sip of warm water, picking up the pen beside her, “Okay, tell big sister the problem.”

Xie Haixin earnestly recited the problem, and she lowered her eyes, recording it on scratch paper.

There weren’t many problems, all quite simple. Xu You was very patient, explaining bit by bit to Xie Haixin clearly, not finding it troublesome at all.

“Big sister, you’re so smart.” Following the gentle sister’s teaching on the phone, Xie Haixin finally finished those few problems she was worst at.

But… this kind of math problem that second graders write…

Xu You asked: “Why don’t you have your brother teach you?”

“Brother’s studies aren’t good, his temper isn’t good either, Xinxin doesn’t want him to teach.”

Xu You laughed a few times.

Xie Ci listening from the side wanted to hit someone, he ground his teeth pinching Xie Haixin’s chubby little face, “What nonsense are you saying?”

Who knows if it was Xu You’s personality, whether she was naturally liked by children. Xie Haixin sat on the sofa, swinging her legs, unable to help still wanting to chat with Xu You, her little mouth chattering: “Big sister, you’re so amazing, just like me, I’m also very amazing.”

Xu You pretended to be very surprised, laughing cooperatively: “Really?”

“Really.”

The two siblings sat on the living room sofa, Xie Haixin had grabbed the phone to chat with Xu You, so Xie Ci could only listlessly press the remote control, his elbow propped on the sofa armrest, constantly changing channels.

When Zeng Qilin came, he saw this funny scene. He held a bottle of mineral water in his hand, taking a sip and asking: “What’s going on, who is Xie Haixin calling with your phone?”

Xie Ci frowned irritably, “Xu You.”

“Yo.” Zeng Qilin reacted quickly, directly asking “You caught her?”

Xie Ci didn’t make a sound. Silence represented acknowledgment.

In Zeng Qilin’s view, they were clearly two people going in completely opposite directions, who knows why they ended up together like this…

Such a good girl, just wasted like this.

He made an “oh” sound, patting Xie Ci’s shoulder, “Good for you, I was wondering why you were in such a good mood today, even agreeing to come home.”

“So later tonight find some people to go to the hot springs, bring your girlfriend along too?” He asked.

Xie Ci rejected without thinking.

Bring what, just him and Xu You would be about right, who wants to go to hot springs with a group of them.

The two brothers talked for a bit, Xie Ci was always absent-minded. After enduring for a while, he really couldn’t take it anymore and forcibly took the phone back.

Xie Haixin anxiously twisted her body, pouncing on him, “No! Brother is bad.”

“No what no, is she your girlfriend or my girlfriend?”

Xie Haixin was anxious, “Big sister promised to tell me a story!”

“That’s perfect, we’ll listen together.” Xie Ci childishly competed with his sister, pressing the speakerphone button.

On this end, Xu You heard the commotion, laughing helplessly.

She thought for a bit, not knowing what to tell. Searching through her mind in a circle, she thought of a story she’d occasionally seen in a book before.

With the light from the desk lamp, Xu You curled her feet up on the chair. One hand propping her cheek, in the quietly snowing evening, holding the phone she said gently:

“Once upon a time, there was a little rabbit.

Then another little rabbit came, it stood on the first rabbit’s shoulders holding its ears.

Then another little rabbit came, it stood on the second rabbit’s shoulders holding its ears.

Then another little rabbit came, it stood on the third rabbit’s shoulders holding its ears.

…..

…..

Finally another little rabbit came, it stood on the ninth rabbit’s shoulders holding its ears, and kissed the giraffe.

Saying to it, finally I can tell you I like you the most.”

The story finished, but that end at some unknown time had already become silent, as if there was no sound at all.

Xu You thought what she said was boring, laughing embarrassedly, “Sorry, was it boring? Big sister doesn’t know very many stories.”

Her voice was truly gentle and soft, even if just a few words. Especially when deliberately lowered a bit, when coaxing someone, it could be sweet to the heart.

Xie Ci smiled silently, leaning on the balcony blowing cold wind.

The distant sky had gradually dimmed, the city lights were bright, the light snow still drifting.

He said: “I didn’t find it boring.”

Xu You noticed, muttering dissatisfied: “Then it’s just you being bored, why trick me into talking alone for so long?”

“Can’t I like listening?”

As if thinking of something, he asked, “Xu You, let me ask you something.”

Xu You lowered her eyes, holding a pen drawing randomly on scratch paper, making an “mm” sound.

Xie Ci’s slow voice, like wind with hooks entering her ear.

“——Did you grow up eating sugar, how are you this sweet?”

—

Time didn’t pass slowly, just flowing away unknowingly. By mid-January, a semester was about to end with a period after the final exams. During days at school, Xu You tried her best to avoid too much contact with Xie Ci.

Both of them acted like nothing happened. Xu You didn’t know how to be in a relationship, while Xie Ci was constantly holding back.

Occasionally when he couldn’t hold it in, he’d wait on the path she must take to the classroom to block her, then pull her to an empty corner to kiss.

Their height difference was too great, kissing on the stairs he had to bend down.

During the time before evening self-study when they ate dinner, there were only scattered people in the classroom.

Song Yifan sat in his seat playing games when the back door of the classroom was knocked knock knock knock.

He looked up, seeing a girl with twin ponytails, still wearing a little skirt in the dead of winter, her eyes flickering with a shy appearance.

Song Yifan paused his game, putting his phone on the desk, casually asking: “Who are you looking for?”

That female student hesitated a bit, asking: “Excuse me, is Xie Ci in your class?”

As soon as this sentence came out, Song Yifan instantly understood.

Another one looking for Xie Ci.

Just a while ago, Class Nine and Class One had arranged a basketball game, quite a few people went to watch at the time. Anyway, both class advisors brought the female students to cheer them on. Xie Ci also played, who knows if he’d taken some aphrodisiac that day, his positioning was especially provocative, all sorts of ball-stealing and shooting, deliberately causing various screams.

Then not long after, various confession posts appeared on the school forum, asking who the guy wearing jersey number 1 was that day.

A string of replies below, posting several blurry secretly-taken photos, quite a few people saying this guy was even more handsome than the school heartthrob, heard he was the second-year grade boss.

So during this time, Xie Ci was even more frequently sought out by people. During PE class, or on the way back from the bathroom, he’d be blocked outside the classroom asking for his contact information.

Xie Ci himself remained completely indifferent to these girls, staying out of it, making others think he was transcending worldly desires to become immortal.

Occasionally when friends teased him, he was too lazy to explain.

Except for a few close friends who knew the truth, Xie Ci was really completely under his current girlfriend’s thumb, could even be called deeply infatuated.

Even Song Yifan didn’t dare casually joke about Xu You. Once some male students in the back row were bored during class, casually discussing the appearances and figures of some girls in the class.

One male student was big-mouthed and unrestrained, directly saying: “Hey, you guys look at that academic achiever in our class, the transfer student, looks pretty good actually, very pure-looking appearance, just her chest is a bit small…”

This male student usually had a big mouth, also liked teasing girls, all sorts of bragging and bullshitting, very annoying.

He spoke getting carried away, not noticing at all the people around him frantically giving him looks.

Then, that day after school this person was called out by Xie Ci to be “taught a lesson.”

In the pitch-black night, this group of people surrounding together clearly up to something, nobody dared approach.

Some passing students also stayed far away, not daring to provoke these delinquents.

Song Yifan and Xu Xiaocheng were at the back of the crowd, watching Xie Ci “exchange feelings” with that sleazy guy from class.

“How long has it been since Xie Ci went after someone from class?” Xu Xiaocheng asked.

Song Yifan couldn’t remember either, shaking his head.

After a while, the two brothers sighed in admiration, “The boss’s woman really can’t be messed with.”

Now with Xu You regarding Xie Ci, it really was, whoever touched her died.

Chapter 41: Eating Breakfast
The final exams were scheduled for late January. After three days of testing, students in grades ten and eleven would have vacation, while the seniors continued with supplementary classes.

On Monday, heavy snow fell, and the exams began on Tuesday, so there was no morning self-study session.

Xu You accidentally overslept a bit and hurriedly rushed to the agreed meeting place, only to find Xie Ci sitting on a bench not far away. He leaned against the backrest, his legs lazily resting on the ground, with a thin layer of snow on his short black hair.

She ran in such a rush that she hadn’t caught her breath yet, feeling very guilty, “How long have you been waiting?”

“A long time.”

Xie Ci tugged at the corner of his mouth and shifted his gaze to her face.

Xu You: ……..

She smiled bitterly, pulled him up from the bench, and apologized softly: “I’m sorry, my alarm clock didn’t seem to go off today, and Mom didn’t wake me up either.”

The breakfast shop they went to was a newly opened place nearby, about one street away from school, and not many students knew about it yet.

The interior decoration was quite elegant and rather atmospheric, resembling more of a café. There was a bar counter, small sofas and wicker chairs, round tables and pendant lights.

Xu You stomped the snow off her feet at the entrance and curiously peered inside, turning her head to ask: “Is this really a place for eating breakfast?”

“Otherwise, why would I bring you here?”

After saying this, Xie Ci lowered his head and glanced at her.

Xu You ignored him, put down her umbrella at the entrance, removed her gloves and pushed open the glass door to enter. Wind chimes jingled chaotically, and Xie Ci followed behind her.

They casually found a window seat and sat down. Xie Ci opened the menu and asked perfunctorily: “What do you want to eat?”

The shop had the heating on. Xu You put her backpack aside and lowered her head to unwrap the scarf coiled around her neck layer by layer, “Anything is fine.”

After thinking for a moment, she added: “I don’t like eating dry things.”

“What are dry things?”

“Like steamed buns and such, I guess?” Xu You smiled embarrassedly, “I’m not really used to eating them.”

“Besides that?”

“Nothing else, I’ll have small wontons, congee is also fine…..”

He just made an “mm” sound and said: “Okay, got it.”

After waiting a while, breakfast was served. Xu You stared in astonishment as two servers placed dish after dish on the table.

Cream buns, red bean congee, small wontons, noodles with fried sauce, shredded pork noodle soup, soy milk, fried dough sticks, beef noodles……

The steaming hot food was successively placed on the clean white marble tabletop, and the server joked: “Are you expecting more friends who haven’t arrived yet? Can the two of you really eat all this at once?”

After those two left, Xu You said: “Don’t spend money recklessly.”

Xie Ci seemed to be in an especially lethargic mood so early in the morning. His eyelashes drooped halfway as he turned the teacup in his hand and yawned, “It doesn’t matter, just hurry up and eat.”

That look showed he just didn’t care at all.

Xu You could only lower her head to drink her congee, not wanting to speak or pay attention to him.

After a long while, someone sat down beside her. Xu You continued eating, fuming inside, not saying a word.

“Tsk, eating and ignoring me now?”

Xie Ci propped his elbow on the table, lazily supporting his head, lowered his eyes to look at Xu You, and moved a little closer.

She made no sound.

Xie Ci squeezed in even more.

“Don’t lean against me, you’re annoying.” Xu You couldn’t hold back her anger and threw the ceramic spoon into the bowl, creating a crisp clinking sound.

He stared at her lips that slightly pouted from anger and said amusedly: “What did I do to you?”

“I’m very angry.” Xu You turned her head to look him straight in the eyes, “I think you’re being very wasteful.”

There were still people at nearby tables, and the shop was relatively quiet, so she lowered her voice, “If you have so much money, it could be spent elsewhere entirely.”

Xie Ci seemed both helpless and amused, pinching Xu You’s cheek, “It’s really not that much money.”

“That’s not the issue.” Xu You interrupted him, looking into his eyes and saying: “I don’t like you wasting food.”

She turned her face away and said softly: “I was raised by my grandmother since childhood, and my grandfather was a farmer. They worked very hard……”

After speaking, she resumed drinking her congee.

Xie Ci listened to her say all this without a word, touched his nose, and coughed, “I was just worried you wouldn’t eat well…. It’s fine, should I call some people over right now to finish all this food?”

Speak of the devil. Just as these words left his mouth, a cheerful greeting rang out from behind: “Hey, Brother Ci is here too, what a coincidence!”

Turning around, Li Jieyi was standing nearby with a group of people. Chen Jingyi was also there, along with several senior boys and girls.

They all knew Xie Ci, and the group successively greeted him.

For this kind of meaningless pleasantries, Xie Ci turned a deaf ear.

Chen Jingyi struggled to control her facial expression and nonchalantly found a seat nearby. Then her companions also sat down, and a couple of comments arose: “The girl next to Xie Ci must be his new girlfriend, right?”

“Probably, we don’t seem to have seen her before.”

“I heard Song Yifan say that Xie Ci really likes his current one.”

“That’s really treasuring her, when have we ever seen him have the patience to accompany someone for a meal…..”

After saying this, someone was pushed by the person next to them. The speaker seemed to realize something and also shut their mouth.

After eating for a while, Li Jieyi was called over by Xie Ci.

He was confused.

Xie Ci raised his chin, indicating for him to sit across from them.

Li Jieyi saw the large pile of food placed on the table and sighed while sitting down: “Young Master Xie and his high-quality lifestyle, what a refined gentleman.”

“My wife can’t finish it, help me solve this.”

“Huh?” Only then did Li Jieyi notice something was off between the two of them. Being perceptive, he glanced at Xu You, who was eating with her head down, a mischievous smile curling at the corner of his mouth. With an ambiguous expression, he said: “What’s going on? What did you do to the little lady that she won’t pay attention to you anymore?”

Xie Ci mouthed back, “Fuck you.”

Li Jieyi laughed even harder, “Tsk tsk tsk tsk, you two are having a tiff, this makes me feel awkward too.”

Xie Ci replied flatly: “Had a little argument. Li Jieyi, you’re like an advice columnist for women now, why so nosy?”

“Fine fine fine, Young Master Xie is handsome, whatever you say goes.”

“Get lost.”

“You want me to come and I come, now you’re telling me to get lost, are you playing with me?”

Xie Ci kicked him under the table and cursed with a laugh: “Getting cocky now, aren’t you?”

“Stop it, let’s talk nicely, no need for physical contact.” Li Jieyi was very unhappy.

The two of them bantered back and forth, deliberately joking around and teasing each other. Even though she knew Xie Ci was deliberately being playful, Xu You couldn’t help but laugh.

As soon as she smiled, Xie Ci immediately leaned in: “Oh, finally not putting on a stern face anymore?”

With an outsider present, Xu You wasn’t comfortable being too intimate, so she moved aside a bit and looked at him: “Aren’t you going to eat?”

“How can I eat when you’re angry at me?” He said it as if it were perfectly reasonable.

Li Jieyi sat right across from the two of them, silently complaining in his heart.

These two people in a relationship were sickeningly sweet to those around them, yet completely unaware of it themselves.

And that jerk Xie Ci, when talking to Xu You, practically wanted to press his face against hers…..

Xu You sighed and pushed him away a little, “I’m not angry, hurry up and eat, or the food will get cold.”

“Then feed me?” He tilted his head and asked pitifully.

“I won’t feed you, eat your meal properly yourself.”

Xie Ci rested his chin on her shoulder, “So heartless?”

Li Jieyi, sitting across from them, interrupted, “That’s enough, there’s still another person here.”

Xie Ci couldn’t be bothered to acknowledge him, lifting his eyelids to glance at Li Jieyi, “Annoying or what, where’s all this nonsense coming from?”

—-

Because of tomorrow’s exam, the teachers from various subjects had a meeting, so today was all free review time.

Everyone could switch seats freely. Although they usually didn’t like studying, they still needed to cram at the last minute, so the seats next to the top students were quite popular.

Xu You didn’t work on many problems herself during the morning classes, but she explained quite a few problems to others. She was patient and didn’t find it bothersome.

On a cold winter day, the hot water from the water dispenser was always in high demand. Xu You went to queue up after class, and by the time the people in front of her finished getting water, it had already cooled down considerably.

But she needed to dissolve medicine to drink, so she had no choice but to wait for the next batch of boiling water.

There were many empty seats in the back. Some people hadn’t come, and those who had were mostly sprawled out sleeping on their desks.

Xu You randomly picked a seat to sit down in, her eyes staring blankly at the red light on the water dispenser as it lit up.

After a while, someone poked her back with their finger.

She came back to her senses and turned her head to look.

It was Song Yifan. His face still had red marks from being pressed against his arm, and he groggily told Xu You: “Brother Ci is calling for you.”

After saying that, he was overcome with drowsiness and collapsed back onto his desk.

Xu You took her empty water cup and went to the back of the first row. Xie Ci’s desk was piled with a bunch of things, books stacked in piles on the already small desk.

“Top student, let’s make a deal, how about sitting next to me for the next class?” Xie Ci had obviously just woken up too, his black hair slightly messy, his eyes drowsy and languid.

Xu You put the water cup aside and casually flipped through one of his books.

It was completely blank inside, without any notes at all, only two characters written flamboyantly on the cover.

Before she could say anything, Xie Ci spoke first: “Please please please, I’m seriously trying to learn.”

Xu You continued her silence, obviously not quite believing him.

After waiting a while, the class bell rang. Xie Ci grabbed her sleeve, looking up at her with a bit of pleading in his eyes: “Do you have no conscience? Just one class and you need to think about it for this long?”

“Then you can’t talk to me in class, except to ask about problems.” Xu You set her condition.

Xie Ci immediately nodded.

During the last period, the classroom gradually became restless. Everyone’s focus on studying had faded, and chatter arose from every corner.

However, no matter how noisy others were, Xu You seemed unaffected, peacefully lowering her head to work on her own assignments, truly not saying a single unnecessary word to Xie Ci.

He couldn’t hold back and poked Xu You’s shoulder, asking her to explain a problem.

Xu You took the problem into her hands and looked down at it. It was the first math problem, the simplest trigonometric function question.

She was a bit speechless, looking at Xie Ci: “What do you want me to explain about this?”

Actually, he hadn’t even looked at the problem and just said casually: “Explain whatever you want, I don’t know any of it anyway.”

“…….”

Xu You shook her head, picked up her pen to write formulas on the scratch paper, “This problem is very basic, if you just memorize the trigonometric function formulas from the textbook you’ll get it….”

She leaned across the desk, bent over to explain the problem to him. After explaining for a while, he was obviously distracted. Xu You noticed and looked up saying: “Are you even listening?”

“Yes yes yes.” He blinked at Xu You and quickly leaned in to kiss her.

Xu You put down her pen, “I’m not explaining anymore.”

“Hey wait, why aren’t you explaining anymore!”

Xie Ci became anxious, “Don’t keep bullying someone young and good-looking like me.”

Chapter 42: Class Reassignment
“I’m not explaining anymore, move aside.” Xu You was being bothered by him to the point she couldn’t review, so she simply stood up.

Xie Ci raised his eyebrows with a roguish look on his face, “Not moving. If you’ve got the guts, climb over me.”

He placed his feet on the crossbar under the desk, leaned his body back directly against the wall, thus blocking all her exit routes.

Xu You looked at Xie Ci and found it amusing: “I’m going out to get some hot water to take my medicine, what are you doing?”

This medicine was traditional Chinese medicine for stomach regulation. You could smell the bitter taste just by sniffing it. Xu You gently shook the thick brown liquid and took a small sip, immediately frowning from the bitterness and sticking out her tongue.

“Whoa, I was wondering what that smell was, it’s so damn unpleasant!” The person in the front row turned around, only then discovering that Xu You was sitting next to Xie Ci. He looked as if he’d seen a ghost, “Damn, top student, when did you sit over here? So stealthy.”

Their seats were near the back door, considered a fairly inconspicuous location in the class. Because of the temperature difference, the glass windows in the classroom were covered with a layer of white fog. Those outside couldn’t see in, and those inside couldn’t see out clearly either.

Xu You wrinkled her nose and looked at the medicine in the cup, “Does it smell that bad? Then I’ll drink it quickly.”

“What are you yelling about? Turn around.” Xie Ci was impatient on the side and casually threw a book over.

When he spoke in the classroom, he was really as loud as could be. He made several people in the front rows turn around to look, thinking there was some excitement to watch.

Xu You struggled for a long time, finally mentally preparing herself. Steeling her heart, she pinched her nose and tilted her head back to pour the medicine down.

Gulp gulp. The bitter brown liquid slid down her throat, the choking bitter taste filling her nose and throat. She placed the emptied cup aside, all the features on her small face scrunched together.

She couldn’t speak at all. It was too bitter.

“Do you have water? Let me drink some water.” Xu You couldn’t stand it and asked in a low, strained voice.

Xie Ci went to the side to pour her some warm water. Xu You opened the back door and ran to the bathroom to rinse her mouth. She rinsed many times, but the unpleasant taste in her mouth still lingered and wouldn’t dissipate.

Returning to the classroom, Xie Ci was still sitting there, his posture hardly changed at all.

His eyes stared at her, “Feeling better?”

Xu You shook her head, gently closed the door, and sat in her seat, “It was too bitter, so bitter it’s killing me.”

Xie Ci said something else, but she didn’t hear it clearly and asked: “What?”

“I said.” Xie Ci lowered his head, unwrapped a candy and tossed it into his mouth, speaking unhurriedly, “I have candy.”

He leaned over slightly closer, reaching out to rest his hand on the chair behind her shoulder, his entire body encircling her.

Xu You sensed something amiss and backed away a little. The next second, Xie Ci kissed her. He supported her shoulder with one hand, tilted his head slightly as his lips pressed against hers.

Xu You was struck as if by lightning, frozen on the spot.

He smiled lightly, his eyes slightly drooping as his tongue pried open her slightly parted pink lips, transferring the candy from his mouth to hers.

It was the sweet taste of White Rabbit candy.

When she came to her senses, Xu You reflexively pushed him away. Her face uncontrollably became redder and redder. She collapsed onto the desk beside her, burying her face in her arms. The heat on her face was scalding, her heart like an opened bottle of Sprite bubbling with carbonation.

The milk candy was held on the tip of her tongue.

Xie Ci licked the corner of his lips with lingering satisfaction, laughing softly twice as he watched her shy appearance. The sense of fulfillment in his heart seemed about to overflow.

—

The three days of exams passed quickly.

As the final exam of the upper semester of sophomore year settled into place, the final list of students for the science honors class was also determined. This time, four liberal arts classes were divided, and Class 7 became the liberal arts honors class.

The science rocket class had a total of 30 students. Xu You and two other students from Class 9 entered without surprise.

Class 0 would have their vacation a week later than students in other classes. Xu You was still resting at home that day when she received notice to come to school for class the day after tomorrow at noon.

The students of Science Class 1 had always been the most watched, and the teachers assigned to each subject were also the school’s top teaching resources. Even before the class assignments for other classes were announced, the list of Class 0 students was posted on the bulletin board. It was filled with names everyone basically knew, those top students who regularly ranked at the top of the monthly rankings. Anyway, entering this class was like having a golden, gleaming label attached to your body.

Going to school the next day, Xu You didn’t have to expend much effort to find the location of Class 0. It was on the first floor.

There were already quite a few people in the classroom. Some should have been classmates before and were sitting together in twos and threes chatting. Xu You didn’t know any of them anyway, so she randomly picked a seat toward the front and sat down.

The new homeroom teacher was surnamed Wang, called Wang Xiadong, in his forties, and looked somewhat stern. He taught mathematics. Walking up to the podium, he first gave a self-introduction, then routinely delivered some inspirational chicken soup that everyone had heard so often their ears had grown calluses since childhood.

Then the next segment was self-introductions from each student in the class.

Actually, students with good grades weren’t necessarily all bookworms. Some of the boys who went up before Xu You were especially witty and humorous, able to talk about all sorts of things, making the whole class laugh heartily.

When it was Xu You’s turn, she was rather dull and didn’t know what to say. First, she went to the blackboard and wrote her name stroke by stroke. After finishing, she tossed the chalk into the chalk box. Being watched by so many people, she felt uncomfortable and paused for a while before saying: “Hello everyone, my name is Xu You. ‘You’ is the ‘you’ from ‘Youyou the deer cries.’ I’m very happy to become classmates with everyone. I hope we can progress together over the next year…..”

A very formulaic self-introduction. After speaking, she had nothing more to say.

However, applause from below still rose as usual.

Xu You propped up her chin with her left hand, absentmindedly playing with her pen, waiting for the remaining people in class to introduce themselves one by one.

She was spacing out when she suddenly heard a soft, gentle female voice:

“——Hello everyone, my name is Qiu Qingqing.”

Instantly, the discussion from two girls sitting behind reached Xu You’s ears:

“Oh my, I’ve discovered that Shen Jiayi is really quite pretty, so fair.”

“She’s okay, I think she’s just average.”

“I heard from my friend that her personality is also very good. I really envy this type of girl, pretty and good grades too…..”

“Otherwise, why would so many boys in the grade be chasing her? That guy also dated her before.” One girl mentioned a name, “Xie Ci, you know him, right?”

The other girl clicked her tongue twice, “Xie Ci is pretty much a player. Really don’t know how those two got together.”

“Please, he’s handsome and his family has money…….”

“………..”

Xu You didn’t listen to what came after.

After school that evening, it was almost ten o’clock. Xu You was packing her things when an unfamiliar male student sitting across the aisle from her came to ask her about problems. Everyone’s grades were similar, so difficult problems were mainly discussed.

Through their interactions, Xu You actually became somewhat familiar with that male student. She learned his name was Shen Yang. Shen Yang liked to discuss chemistry problems with Xu You after evening self-study, or rather, debate them. This person was a bit stubborn. He liked to ponder over problems he couldn’t figure out. Xu You would generally just listen quietly and point out the errors in his logic. Then the two would part ways at the school gate.

Studying in the science honors class didn’t feel particularly special. It was just that the surrounding classmates had become strangers, people talked less, and everyone buried their heads in studying after class. Class 0 progressed quickly. Although they only had supplementary classes for seven days, in just these few short days, basically every subject’s teacher had successively finished new material and started comprehensive review.

Just before the New Year’s Eve, Class 0 and the senior students were released on vacation together. Winter break had also quietly arrived without notice.

After the class reassignment results came out, former classmates and friends successively sent Xu You congratulatory text messages. There were previous roommates: Liao Yuemin, Chen Xiao, Li Lingfang, and also some classmates from Class 9.

That day, Xu You was organizing things at home when she suddenly remembered that she’d been too busy during this period and hadn’t seen Xie Ci in a long time. Her parents were watching TV in the living room. She sat on a small stool, organizing test papers by the weak yellow light of the desk lamp while calling Xie Ci.

She called several times, but no one answered on the other end. Perhaps he didn’t hear it, or for some other reason.

She dialed out again. This time it was deliberately disconnected. She couldn’t guess what had happened and felt her mind was a bit chaotic.

At this moment, Chen Xiuyun pushed the door open. Xu You casually placed her phone aside and looked up, softly calling: “Mom.”

“Mm, what are you doing?” Chen Xiuyun had a faint smile on her face.

Ever since learning that Xu You had been assigned to the science honors class, the atmosphere in their home had been very good, and Father Xu’s nagging had decreased considerably.

“I’m organizing things, sorting test papers.” Xu You answered honestly.

Chen Xiuyun nodded, “How many days of vacation do you have?”

“Twelve days. We go back to class on the seventh day of the first lunar month.”

Xu You calculated, “But the teacher assigned a lot of homework to write.”

Chen Xiuyun was surprised, “Your class is managed that strictly?”

“Mm…” Xu You was distracted, unconsciously folding and refolding the test papers, her back slightly hunched as she leaned against the edge of the bed.

After a while, the phone on the bed vibrated. She glanced at the caller ID.

Chen Xiuyun asked: “Your classmate?”

Xu You nodded and said: “My former deskmate.”

After Chen Xiuyun left the room, she answered the phone. It was Fu Xueli. On the other end, there was deafening music and cheering sounds.

Xu You spoke: “Xueli?”

Fu Xueli seemed to be talking to someone on that end. After a long while, she finally said “hello” and walked to a slightly quieter place, “Youyou, are you at home?”

“Yes.” She paused for a moment and said, “It’s so late, why are you still outside?”

“Class 9 is having a gathering today! Why didn’t you come? I called you so many times this morning.”

Xu You explained, “We only got our vacation this afternoon. I hadn’t looked at my phone the whole time.”

“What about dinner then? Xu Xingchun also came, but I looked everywhere and couldn’t find you.” Fu Xueli was clever and picked out the important things to say, “Xie Ci’s mood seemed pretty off today. Don’t you want to come and see?”

Hearing this sentence, Xu You’s action of flipping through test papers paused, “Xie Ci is eating dinner together with you all?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t hang out with us in the afternoon. He only came for dinner in the evening.” Fu Xueli answered.

Xu You smiled and said: “I understand. I probably can’t make it today. Please say sorry to everyone in the class for me.”

—

Fu Xueli hung up the phone. Song Yifan beside her looked at her, “How was it? Is Xu You coming out or not?”

“Not coming.” Fu Xueli put away her phone, pushed open the private room door to look at the situation inside, and frowned, “What’s going on with Xie Ci? He drank so much just now, and now he’s still playing cards with Li Jieyi and them.”

Song Yifan hemmed and hawed, his expression hesitant.

Inside the private room, the lights were hazy and smoke swirled around.

Chen Jingyi sat down beside Xie Ci, tossed his phone onto the coffee table, and said in a soft, gentle voice: “Brother Ci, I’ve finished making the call.”

Chapter 43: New Year’s Eve
Because Xu You’s vacation time was short and she didn’t have time to return to Lin City for the New Year, on New Year’s Eve night, she invited Chen Lizhi’s family to celebrate together. The two families gathered to eat a reunion dinner, which counted as celebrating the New Year.

At the dinner table, Chen Lizhi and Father Xu talked about Xu You’s grades.

“What school does Chai plan to take in the future?” Chen Lizhi asked.

Father Xu answered conservatively, “Depends on her performance in the college entrance exam.”

According to Xu You’s current normal level, if her grades in senior year didn’t drop, there shouldn’t be any major problem entering China’s top universities. She also had a steady temperament and could calm her mind to focus, so the family all felt very reassured about her.

“I’m just afraid she’ll be influenced by others at school.” Father Xu shook his head and sighed.

Students studying at Lin City No. 1 High School generally came from families with upper-class economic conditions, and there would definitely be comparisons among them regarding food, clothing, and expenses.

Chen Lizhi knew what Father Xu was worried about and offered a few words of comfort.

After a while, Chen Xiuyun brought out sliced fruit and placed it on the dining table, “Oh, you all eat more, rest for a bit, let’s talk about something else.”

“You stop busying yourself too. Hurry up and eat, sister.”

“I’m not hungry. Was today’s food good?”

Chen Xiuyun frowned and gently patted Xu You’s shoulder, “Chai, I’m talking to you. Why do you keep spacing out?”

Hearing her mother’s urging, Xu You stopped being dazed and looked up from her eating motion.

“I’m asking you if today’s food was good?” Chen Lizhi came to her rescue on the side.

Xu You came back to her senses and nodded, “It was good.”

“Have you been under a lot of pressure lately? I see you don’t talk all day, just stay in your room. Even on vacation, I haven’t seen you go out to play with classmates.”

Chen Xiuyun wiped her hands on her apron, pulled out a chair beside her and sat down, looking at Xu You with some concern, “Studying is important, but your health is also important.”

“That’s right, Chai, don’t always be like this. Go out and walk around more. Always staying home like this, you’ll easily stifle yourself.”

Father Xu interrupted them, tapping the bowl with his chopsticks, “Go out and play what? What time is it now? Xu You has her own sense of proportion. She’s almost in her senior year, so necessary effort is needed. She’s young now, working a bit harder won’t hurt her. If she can’t even endure this bit of hardship, how will she manage when she enters society later?”

Xu You lowered her head and ate silently, listening without saying anything.

After dinner, she called her grandmother. Xu You hadn’t seen her in a long time and missed her very much.

Grandmother had been discharged from the hospital some time ago and had been recuperating at home. Receiving Xu You’s call made her very happy. She repeatedly called out in the familiar country dialect: “Chai, Grandma misses you so much. You’re not coming back for New Year, so you won’t get to eat the oil cakes Grandma makes for you.”

There were still two or three cousins of the same generation as Xu You at home, but Xu You was the one Grandmother loved most. She had grown up by Grandmother’s side since childhood. After transferring here for school, Grandmother always worried that Xu You had nothing to eat, or not enough to eat, or wasn’t used to the food. But Grandmother was getting old and couldn’t remember many things well, liking to repeatedly mention the same thing many times.

“Grandma, I’ll come back to see you on vacation. Is your health any better?” Xu You suppressed the faint sadness in her heart and asked with a smile.

“My health is much better. Are you eating well over there?”

“I eat well every day. I can come back when summer vacation comes.”

“Good girl, my Chai. Come back during summer vacation, and Grandma will make you red bean soup to drink, and steamed cakes too. Grandma has prepared a lot. You just say the word, and I’ll prepare it for you.”

She obediently agreed, “Okay, Grandma. You must also take good care of yourself over there. I’m being obedient.”

After listening to Grandmother’s chatter, she hung up the phone.

Xu You lowered her head and sat on the living room sofa in a daze. In front of her, the TV was showing the cheerful and festive Spring Festival Gala. Occasionally she could hear the laughter of children playing and running past downstairs, accompanied by the crackling sound of fireworks and firecrackers.

She took off her shoes and sat cross-legged on the sofa, unconsciously scrolling through her phone.

In her inbox were many mass-sent blessing messages. Xu You was too lazy to reply and scrolled down one by one.

Suddenly, when she saw a certain name, her finger paused.

Xie Ci…..

When was the last time she saw him? Half a month ago? A month? She couldn’t remember clearly.

Since that night, she hadn’t contacted him. Xie Ci hadn’t looked for her either. The connection between the two seemed to have been severed just like that.

Except a few days ago late at night, Xu You was working on test papers when she received a phone call from Xie Ci.

After connecting, he didn’t say a word. Xu You was never good with words to begin with and didn’t know what to say, nor did she know the intent of this phone call, so she also remained silent.

“Xie Ci?” After a while, Xu You tentatively called out.

On the other end was only barely audible breathing, then he spoke, “Where are you?”

“At home.”

“Oh.”

She had nothing to say.

He asked: “If I don’t call you, you’ll never look for me, right? Now that classes are reassigned, you want to dump me?”

At this moment, a soft, delicate voice suddenly came through the phone calling his name, followed by crisp laughter.

“You’re outside. Are you drunk?” Xu You asked quietly.

“You don’t want to be with me, you just want to brush me off. Now you can finally avoid being with me. Are you very happy?”

Xie Ci’s voice was weary, his words confused, evading the question.

“Brother Ci…..” That side had another faint voice coming through.

Xu You couldn’t understand what he was saying and lowered her eyes. The small reading lamp illuminated the words on the book. She turned a page and put the phone aside.

A few minutes later, she picked up the phone again. The other side had already hung up.

—

Dating was really too exhausting. Xu You couldn’t guess what Xie Ci was thinking. The two had grown up in vastly different living environments, and their concepts of material consumption were also different. The form of being together at the beginning was still fairly beautiful, but the future was really vast and unclear.

She had never had such an intimate relationship with a boy, and her interpersonal interactions were also very limited. Although Xu You was very good at self-restraint, she was also often at a loss, losing judgment and speculation, as if groping forward blindly.

He, to her, had emotions that constantly changed unpredictably, too strange and difficult to discern.

But she had no way to hurt Xie Ci. Even if she had to leave, she didn’t want to be the one to actively speak up first.

After thinking for a long time, Xu You took the remote control and turned the TV volume up a little. Looking back, her parents and Chen Lizhi were still talking at the dining table.

She dialed Xie Ci’s number.

Ring…. ring ring…..

Each ring sounded like tapping on her heart.

“Hello——.” Xie Ci answered.

Silence.

Xu You heard his voice and somehow felt relieved. She put the phone to her ear and said softly: “Happy New Year.”

“It’s not past twelve yet.”

“………..”

She didn’t know what to say anymore.

Xu You heard that his side seemed to have no noisy sounds at all and couldn’t help but be a bit curious, “Are you in your room? Why is it so quiet?”

“I’m outside.”

“Outside? You didn’t have a reunion dinner with your family tonight?”

“No.”

“Oh…..”

Xu You held the phone, spacing out. Just as she was about to say “let’s leave it at that,” Xie Ci on the other end of the phone asked: “Are you at home?”

“Yes.” She was confused.

He said: “……..”

Behind her, Chen Xiuyun called her, “Chai, are you still eating?”

Xu You was startled and hurriedly turned around, responding, “No more, Mom.”

“Who are you on the phone with?” Chen Xiuyun cleared the dishes and asked casually.

Xu You steadied her expression and said: “A classmate.”

After speaking, she put on her slippers and ran into her room, gently locking the door from inside before daring to continue putting the phone to her ear, “Hello?”

The other side was silent again. Xu You explained, “I didn’t hear what you just said.”

Xie Ci’s voice was very light, as if saying casually: “I’m at your residential complex.”

Xu You froze on the spot, not reacting for a moment, then heard him continue saying, “Waited for you all day without eating. Very hungry.”

“It snowed this afternoon. I’m about to freeze to death.”

Xu You’s heart felt as if it were being tightly clutched by a hand. Although she was slow, she wasn’t completely unaware.

—

“Mom, is there any food left?” Xu You changed her clothes, put on a coat, and ran to the kitchen.

Chen Xiuyun saw what she was wearing and paused in her movements, “You’re going out? Why are you changing clothes?”

“…..” She had no plan and could only make up a lie on the spot.

“My classmate lives nearby. She didn’t eat dinner tonight and just called me, asking me to bring her some food and keep her company for a while.”

Chen Xiuyun asked: “Huh? Your classmate’s parents aren’t home?”

Xu You felt guilty like a thief, lowering her eyes and answering: “She didn’t say. Anyway, she’s spending the New Year alone, so I’ll go keep her company…….”

“Oh… that’s fine then. Take your phone with you.”

Xu You was usually so obedient that Chen Xiuyun didn’t suspect much and believed her, saying: “There are still some hot dumplings. You can take them to your classmate to eat, okay?”

“Mm mm, okay.” Before leaving the kitchen, Xu You hesitated for a moment and said: “Mom, tell Dad for me. I’m leaving now….”

—

The residential complex was pitch black, with streetlights only every dozen meters or so. The bone-chilling air made a trip through the lungs, causing people to involuntarily shiver.

A faint plum blossom fragrance drifted in the night.

The thin snow on the ground had already formed into broken ice and melted into water. Stepping on it produced fine crunching sounds.

Xie Ci sat on a long bench.

There was a white flower that had fallen from a branch onto his shoulder. He was completely unaware of it.

She hugged the thermos container in her arms, standing not far away with a small, thin, plain face.

The two looked at each other wordlessly. His pitch-black eyes had slender tails, his cool contours submerged in the darkness.

“Xie Ci.” Xu You walked forward a few steps and sat beside him.

She picked up the flower on his shoulder and spread it in her palm, bringing it to her nose to smell.

A light and faint fragrance.

In the silence, there was only the breathing of the two people.

“I brought you food.” Xu You remembered and lowered her head to pry open the lid of the thermos box.

The hot air from the food contacted the cold air and quickly dispersed into white mist.

She handed the thing over with both hands, saying softly: “There are only dumplings. Do you eat them with vinegar? I added a little for you.”

“If you don’t like it, I’ll accompany you to buy something else.” She added.

Xie Ci first looked at her face, then lowered his gaze to look at the thermos box. He moved his lips, “Tired of waiting for you. Don’t want to move.”

Xu You: ………

Quiet for two or three seconds, she sighed in her heart.

Xu You picked up the spoon, scooped up a dumpling, and brought it to his mouth.

Chapter 44: Lost His Mind
After a while, light snow particles began to drift down, seemingly present yet absent.

Under the dim lights, the night was boundless, and the fresh fragrance of wintersweet faintly spread in the sharp cold air.

The bench they sat on was surrounded by several trees, with an SUV parked in front. The location was very concealed. Even if people occasionally passed by, they couldn’t see inside.

Xie Ci sat beside her, eyes slightly lowered, looking at the spoon pressed against his lips.

After a long while, he obediently opened his mouth.

The dumpling wasn’t hot, just warm, the same temperature as her body.

Xu You fed him food without speaking. Watching his cheeks puff up, after he chewed and swallowed one, she brought the next dumpling to his lips.

Later, the bottom of the container was visible, the food eaten completely clean. Xu You changed her sitting position, lowered her head to put away the spoon, picked up the lid beside her and covered the container.

“Are you full?” she asked.

“Full.”

“Oh…..”

Xie Ci’s eyes were pitch black, his thin coat sprinkled with a sparse layer of white frost—unmelted snow.

Then it was quiet again.

After being silent for a while, she turned her face to the side, glanced at him and said: “Are you angry with me?”

Xie Ci didn’t know if he was deliberately avoiding her gaze.

This kind of awkward feeling was actually very hard to explain clearly. Thinking it over, the two of them didn’t seem to have any expressible conflict or reason, yet they both tacitly knew there was something between them, fermenting in the bottom of their hearts, but they didn’t know where to start talking about it.

Just dragging it out like this, mutually tormenting each other.

On a night with rising wind and light snow, the cold wind was biting, freezing people’s bones until they ached.

“No.”

His right hand unconsciously turned the lighter. He responded perfunctorily, lowered his head to pull out a cigarette, and prepared to light it.

She didn’t know why, but seeing Xie Ci’s indifferent appearance, a powerless irritation instantly rose in Xu You’s heart in that moment. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t like losing her temper at others, and couldn’t say anything harsh either.

She didn’t understand why Xie Ci would suddenly be like this. She guessed that perhaps he had already grown tired of this relationship with her…

Xu You’s heart was very chaotic… She remembered what Song Yifan had said. Then she thought of a phrase.

Loving the new and abandoning the old?

Probably…..

After sitting quietly on the bench for a few seconds, she got up. After Xu You walked several steps away, she stopped, her back to him, and said: “Then you should go home early.” Then she walked forward without turning back.

Her steps were very light and also very slow. In the distance, the sky was dark and gloomy, snowflakes falling bit by bit past the lamplight.

The lighter was thrown onto the bench, rolled twice, and fell into the dirt on the ground with a muffled, soft sound.

Xie Ci embraced her from behind, his arms encircling her.

Xu You froze, struggled a bit, and he hugged even tighter.

She blinked her eyes. The scene before her was a bit blurred.

“Don’t go.”

As soon as Xie Ci opened his mouth to speak, his throat was hoarse like sandpaper.

Xu You breathed softly and gently, the tightly strung cord in her heart loosening a bit. Bodies belonging to youth, clean and thin, pressed tightly together.

Without realizing it, his and her fingers interlocked seamlessly, clinging and lingering dependently.

“I’m sorry.” Xie Ci apologized.

He didn’t know why, but just now watching her gradually retreating back, he actually felt a sense of panic for the first time. All the indescribable unwillingness, grievance, and anger in his heart completely disappeared, leaving only his heart feeling as if it were being tightly squeezed.

Anyway, only one thought remained in his mind: he couldn’t let her walk away like this.

Xu You’s heart hurt as if it had been yanked. She turned her head to look into his eyes, “You haven’t wronged me. I just want to know what’s wrong with you.”

Xie Ci was just about to open his mouth to respond.

The phone in his pocket rang. Xu You interrupted him, hurriedly freeing one hand to take out her phone: “Hello?”

“Chai, why aren’t you back yet?”

It was so late at night, and seeing that she had been down there for so long, Chen Xiuyun couldn’t help but worry.

“Mom.”

Xu You’s hand was still being held. She guiltily composed herself and quickly said in dialect: “My classmate is all alone. I’m accompanying ‘her’ to walk around. Just nearby, I’ll be back soon.”

Chen Xiuyun disapproved, “It’s so late. What are two girls wandering around for? It’s too unsafe. Bring your classmate home.”

“It’s not that.” Xu You herself was also stuck, paused, then made up a reason randomly: “‘She’s’ in a bad mood and has something to tell me. Mom, don’t worry. I brought my keys, and I have my phone too. I’ll go back soon.”

“Where are you now?” Chen Xiuyun asked again.

“Near… school…” Hearing the follow-up question, Xu You secretly had a headache.

She didn’t dare say she was right in the residential complex, lest Chen Xiuyun directly tell her to come up, or come down to find her.

“School?”

Xu You was anxious, pacing back and forth in place, her hand being tugged by someone. She lifted her eyes to glance at Xie Ci. He was also looking at her.

“There are other classmates too, just contacted them….”

The other side hesitated for a long time before instructing: “Don’t stay out too late.”

Xu You agreed, then remembered, “What about Dad? Has Auntie left?”

Chen Xiuyun said: “He drank a bit just now and is sleeping now. Auntie just went home.”

“Okay, I understand. If you need anything, call me.”

“By the way, are there boys among your classmates?”

Xu You pretended to be calm: “No boys, all girls.”

Chen Xiuyun seemed to breathe a sigh of relief and hummed in acknowledgment.

After hanging up the phone, Xu You realized there was still Xie Ci beside her, and she suddenly felt embarrassed. Then she reacted—Xie Ci shouldn’t understand what she was saying—and felt relieved again.

The night grew cooler, but a thin layer of sweat appeared on her back.

“Do you want to walk with me?” Xu You put away her phone and looked up to ask.

—-

On the road, the snow had melted into water, somewhat slippery.

Xu You left the thermos container in the security room and left the residential complex with Xie Ci.

They just wandered aimlessly along the street.

At this time, there were very few pedestrians on the road, only the streetlights shining lonely and solitary.

She wanted to say something but never knew how to start properly.

She also didn’t know how a person’s emotions could be so fickle like this. Just now, he clearly had an indifferent appearance, but now he was holding her hand and wouldn’t let go.

Xu You was slightly unaccustomed to it. Before when they were together, he talked more. Now that he wasn’t speaking, the two of them seemed to have no topics either.

Passing by a 24-hour convenience store, his steps stopped.

Xu You looked up at him.

Xie Ci said: “I want to buy cigarettes.”

“How old are you? Why can’t you put down cigarettes?”

Xu You frowned, tugging his arm and hurrying forward a few steps, “Don’t buy them.”

He stared at her back and smiled soundlessly.

After walking a short stretch more, Xu You was completely unaware, having no idea what Xie Ci was thinking in his heart. She continued chattering, “My dad also liked to smoke when he was young. Later his health wasn’t good, and my mom kept nagging him, so he quit……”

“You don’t care about me anyway.” Xie Ci was expressionless, his voice light.

Xu You fell silent and looked back at him. After pausing for two seconds, she realized she was at a loss for words.

“I think you’re getting stranger and stranger now.” she said.

Xie Ci’s gaze dropped down to look at their hands held together, “What’s strange?”

“If you have something going on, can you tell me directly? I’m not ignoring you or not caring about you. I called you, but you didn’t answer. I thought you were busy, so I didn’t call again.”

After hearing her long string of words, Xie Ci’s brows furrowed, “When did you call me? You only took the initiative once today.”

At this moment, a tentative male voice called out from behind: “Xu You?”

The two simultaneously turned around to look.

After Shen Yang confirmed it was Xu You, he smiled and waved at her, “It really is you. What a coincidence. What are you doing here?”

Coming closer, he discovered there was also a boy standing beside Xu You. Shen Yang was stunned, his gaze circling around Xie Ci’s face.

Isn’t this……

Xu You wasn’t good with faces and had no impression of the person before her. Carefully searching through her mind, she barely remembered that he seemed to be a classmate from the new class. Out of politeness, she smiled at him and casually asked, “Why are you outside?”

“I just went to buy something.”

Shen Yang’s gaze turned to the side, asking hesitantly: “Is this your older brother?”

“Huh?” Xu You was stunned.

Xie Ci was tall and also standing on a step, looking down at Shen Yang from above. His gaze grew increasingly cold. He reached out his hand, resting it on Xu You’s shoulder, asking with a half-smile: “Who are you?”

Xu You looked toward Xie Ci, feeling his emotions were a bit off, though she didn’t think much of it.

Shen Yang, standing not far away, no matter how slow his reactions, now understood that the relationship between the two wasn’t ordinary. He smiled and said to Xu You: “Then I’ll go first. See you when we’re back at school.”

After watching Shen Yang walk away, Xu You cleared her throat and turned to explain to Xie Ci, “He’s my classmate… from the class reassignment just now…”

“——I know.” He turned his face away, interrupting her with indifference.

Xu You felt he had returned to the very beginning, that extremely unstable emotional state, awkward to the extreme.

He was quite normal just now, but now he didn’t know who he was sulking at.

“Are you two very close?”

After a while, Xie Ci couldn’t help but ask in a low voice.

Xu You didn’t answer. Because she was still thinking about exactly what he was angry about, she spaced out for a bit and didn’t hear clearly what he asked.

This appearance falling into Xie Ci’s eyes was taken as tacit acknowledgment, and he became even more annoyed, “Because he has good grades?”

“What are you talking about?” Xu You came back to her senses, “Who am I close with?”

“That guy just now.”

Now she finally reacted and hurriedly waved her hands, “I’m not familiar with him at all.”

“You two go home together every day.” he said.

Xu You caught the key point, “Go home together?” She was speechless, her expression strange: “When did I ever go home with him?”

It was quiet again for a long time.

Seeing him not speak for a long while, she asked again, “Are you misunderstanding something?”

This time, Xie Ci finally opened his mouth, “I went to pick you up from school. You walked with him together every day.”

—-

After the class reassignment results came out, Xie Ci was indeed the last to know that Xu You had gone to the rocket class. This was actually something expected, but he didn’t know why his entire being felt inexplicably irritated. This anxiety reached its peak in an instant when he went to wait for Xu You after school and saw a male student beside her, talking and laughing. He put his hands in his pockets, leaning against the wall without making a sound, silently watching them walk away.

It was like this for several days in a row.

He didn’t want to ask. As if he’d taken the wrong medicine, he deliberately tortured himself. Every time, he waited in that position, watching Xu You and that male student leave the school gate, then walk away.

Later, once Song Yifan and the others invited him out to hang out. At the bar, Xie Ci drank until half-drunk, his body heavily leaning against the chair back.

The people beside him saw this. Li Jieyi asked: “Who is Brother Ci having a quarrel with?”

Song Yifan didn’t know either. After being confused for a while, he said tentatively: “Could it be that his relationship fell apart?”

Very possible.

Li Jieyi thought about it, turned to Xie Ci and said: “Buddy, you can’t have been dumped and fallen out of love. That’s too embarrassing.”

“But, speaking of which.” Li Jieyi had been hanging out with Xie Ci for so many years and had long since lost all restraint, “How excellent is that girl? Apart from being a bit handsome, you don’t seem to have any other advantages. Think carefully—oh right, you also have some money, but it still feels like you’re a bit unworthy……”

Before he finished speaking.

“Fuck you.” Xie Ci casually grabbed something and threw it over.

Li Jieyi reacted quickly, dodging by tilting his head.

After reacting for a few seconds, he patted his chest with lingering fear, “Damn, you’re lashing out in embarrassment.”

Very obviously, Xie Ci’s current state couldn’t handle having his sore spots touched. Yet Li Jieyi was still foolishly charging toward the muzzle of the gun.

Song Yifan silently moved his butt to the side.

This damned Li Jieyi, the idiot. Who knows if he’d lost his mind or eaten shit.

—-

Now Xu You was truly very confused. She knew Xie Ci had misunderstood, but after pondering for a long time, she didn’t know how to say it or where to start.

“He and I are just very ordinary classmates. I don’t even know what his name is. It’s just that sometimes after evening self-study, he asks me about problems and likes to debate with me. You probably just happened to see that.” Xu You said honestly, “But I don’t know why you would think I go home with him every day.”

She stood on a higher step, her eyes just able to meet his at eye level.

This was a slightly brighter position. Only now did she discover that Xie Ci’s cheeks were flushed red, his dark pupils seeming to have a watery gleam. He was already fair-skinned, so it looked even more obvious this way.

“Why is your face so red?” Xu You frowned.

“From anger.” he answered, his eyelashes drooping uncomfortably.

“…………”

“You clearly misunderstood yourself.” she said softly.

“I know.” Suddenly remembering the unfinished conversation from earlier, Xie Ci asked: “When did you call me? When did I not answer?”

Xu You said quietly: “The night I started vacation.”

He furrowed his brows, carefully observing her expression. It looked like he couldn’t remember.

“Your vacation…..” Xie Ci thought again, “The day of Class 9’s gathering?”

“Right.”

“Shit.” Now Xie Ci had an impression and instantly reacted, “I was forced to drink until I was drunk that day. Someone took my phone….”

“Mm…..”

Xu You was distracted, obviously not wanting to continue dwelling on this issue. She stepped up another step.

Xie Ci still wanted to explain when he was suddenly stunned.

“Crouch down a bit.” she said.

Then she slightly stood on her tiptoes, cupped his face with both hands, her chin pressed tightly against his forehead, murmuring to herself, “It seems a bit hot…..”

Chapter 45: The Night
Xie Ci froze for a few seconds. Her fine strands of hair swept across his brow. Carrying a light floral fragrance, his breathing tightened, the skin on the back of his neck involuntarily tensing.

“You really do seem to have a fever…..”

Xu You didn’t notice Xie Ci’s abnormality and freed her hand to brush aside the hair on his forehead, pressing the back of her hand against it to feel carefully.

He stood there obediently, eyes lowered, his deep black lashes catching a bit of light, a smile spreading from the corners of his mouth.

The more he smiled, the more he couldn’t stop.

Xu You was confused by his laughter, “Should we go to the hospital to have a look?”

“What time is it now?” Xie Ci’s tone was indifferent as he pulled her wrist down and held it in his hand.

Xu You rotated her wrist and lowered her head to take out her phone to look.

Almost ten o’clock.

So late, and it was New Year’s Eve. Who knew if the hospital had closed or not……

Still hesitating in place, Chen Xiuyun called, telling her to hurry back.

This time, her mother’s tone was much firmer. Xu You couldn’t continue to stall and agreed with several acknowledgments.

“You have to go back?” he asked.

Xu You nodded, “My mom is urging me. You should also go home early.”

“Okay, I’ll walk you back.”

The distance from here to the residential complex wasn’t far, just a few streets away. On the way back, Xie Ci interlocked his ten fingers with hers, palm pressed against palm.

She retrieved the container at the security room. An old radio transmitted scratchy opera music. The security guard handed the thermos box out through the window to Xu You, chuckling, “Still outside so late.”

Xu You took it, “About to go home. Grandpa, are you watching the Spring Festival Gala?”

“Watching, watching.”

The residential complex security guard was an older gentleman. Xu You once heard her parents chatting and learned that this old man had a bitter fate—his wife died early, and his son was also disappointing, fond of gambling and owing a pile of debts outside. He married a wife who was also domineering. The man was incompetent and was caught having an affair with a mistress outside. The woman’s family made a huge scene. Unable to stay at home, the old man came out to work as a security guard at this age.

Hearing Xu You talk about these things, Xie Ci’s expression was calm and indifferent. He suddenly said: “Oh… an affair.”

After walking a few more steps, she suddenly reacted and looked at him: “Why are you alone today?”

“…What?”

“Why are you spending New Year’s Eve alone?”

“I’ve always been alone.”

She didn’t understand, then heard him say, “I’ve been living alone since middle school.”

“Middle school?!!” Xu You was shocked, thinking Xie Ci was joking, “Why…….”

“Oh, I had a fight with my dad.” His expression was normal, his words light and breezy.

“……..”

Xu You sensitively detected that Xie Ci’s emotions were a bit off. She couldn’t help but recall the last time in the principal’s office when his father slapped him hard. She intuitively felt that Xie Ci and his family must have had some conflict. But she wasn’t a person with heavy curiosity, and moreover, as an outsider, it wasn’t appropriate to pry into other people’s family affairs, so she swallowed the words that came to her lips.

They walked quietly for several minutes, almost reaching the building where Xu You lived.

She stopped and thought before saying: “Although I don’t know what conflicts you have with your dad and mom, you can talk with them properly. After all, they’re your parents….”

“My mom hasn’t been with my dad for a long time.”

Xu You was a bit confused and didn’t react to the meaning of this sentence.

Xie Ci said, “When I was twelve or thirteen, my dad had an affair. My mom jumped from the second floor in front of me. She fell onto the lawn and didn’t die. Later, after coming out of the hospital, the two divorced. That woman in my dad’s house is only a few years older than me. Very disgusting. A few years after my mom divorced my dad, she remarried.”

When he said these things, he was very calm, his expression showing no change at all, as if talking about someone else’s family affairs, unrelated to himself.

His unruly adolescence was filled with rebellion against family, parents, and even school. Not wanting to stay in that home, he moved out to live alone. Puppy love, not studying, mixing with people in society. Girlfriends were dated one after another, becoming a no-good punk in others’ eyes.

Xu You’s heart clenched with an indescribable feeling. She lowered her head and slowly said, “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“Just now… I didn’t mean to say that to you.” About that security guard matter.

Xie Ci’s expression was calm.

“That…..” Xu You racked her brains thinking, for the first time not knowing how to speak.

Anything she said seemed wrong.

“You should go up.” Xie Ci put his hands in his pants pockets and took two steps back.

Xu You looked up, only then realizing that unknowingly they had already reached downstairs.

She didn’t understand worldly matters and didn’t know how to deal with this kind of situation. Hearing these heavy past events, she wanted to say something, at least to make sure Xie Ci wasn’t sad right now….. yet still couldn’t open her mouth, afraid that no matter what she said, she might accidentally hurt him……

After hesitating for a long while, Chen Xiuyun made several more urging phone calls.

Xu You turned to the side and answered softly: “Mom, I’m downstairs. I’ll come up right away.”

“Hurry up. You’re a girl. It’s so late, don’t always stay outside.”

“I know.”

“How much longer?”

“Right away…..”

“……”

The phone on that end hung up. Xu You put away her phone, turned around to see Xie Ci. Before she could speak, he spoke first, “Bye bye.”

Xu You’s thoughts stalled. She could only ask: “Are you in a very bad mood?”

“No.” he answered.

“Really?”

“I’ve gotten used to it long ago. You go home.” Xie Ci smiled.

Xu You nodded. She looked at him and said worriedly: “Then you go home quickly and call me.”

“Okay.” he agreed.

“Xie Ci, wait—” Her expression hesitant, she called him back.

Xie Ci turned his head.

“You…..”

“I’m fine.”

The voice-controlled light in the stairwell was broken. Xu You slowly groped her way upstairs in the pitch darkness. Walking to the second floor, Xu You’s footsteps halted, her hand tightly gripping the handrail beside her.

—-

“——Xie Ci!”

An urgent female voice suddenly rang out in the quiet residential complex, seeming especially abrupt in this kind of late night.

The person leaning under the streetlight smoking paused in his movements, raising his head to the side.

Xu You ran over from not far away.

Afraid he had left, she ran very urgently the whole way.

Just after going upstairs, Xu You’s mind kept thinking about Xie Ci’s appearance when he said goodbye to her at the end, turning and leaving. His back was a bit lonely and desolate. She didn’t know how to describe that feeling. Anyway, there was a thought in her heart—she couldn’t let him be alone……

She couldn’t let him just walk away like that.

Xie Ci saw her but didn’t move or speak. The cigarette between his fingertips fell to the ground.

“Xie, Xie Ci.” Xu You finally reached in front of him, her breath not yet even, breathing up and down.

Unable to speak, she simply hugged his waist, her head pressed against his chest, her heart uncontrollably beating wildly.

Xie Ci stood dazed and stunned in place, forgetting to react.

For a long time.

Xu You raised her chin and asked: “Are you alone tonight?”

“Mm.”

Xie Ci paused for a while, as if organizing his emotions. The voice that came out was hoarse to the extreme.

“How did you get here?”

“Drove.”

“Then you….. wait for me in the car. I’ll go up first. After my mom and dad fall asleep, I’ll run down to keep you company.”

Xu You’s heart couldn’t bear it, so she added: “Our family has a tradition—on New Year’s Eve night, we don’t turn off the lights when we sleep. If you’re afraid, just look at the lights in our home.”

“Okay.”

—

This kind of crazy thing, Xu You rarely did, to the point that hiding in her covers, watching time pass bit by bit, even she thought it was absurd.

Stuffy under the blanket in winter, the hot air she exhaled quickly blurred the phone screen. She patiently wiped away the water vapor with her fingers over and over, her eyes not even blinking.

The sounds outside gradually disappeared. The house was completely quiet. Her parents had fallen asleep early.

As soon as twelve o’clock arrived, various firecrackers crackled downstairs. All kinds of fireworks and firecrackers merrily made noise.

Xu You timed it precisely, got out of bed with her coat on, quietly pushed open the bedroom door, tiptoed to the entrance to change shoes. She put the keys in her pocket and held her breath as she closed the door.

Running all the way downstairs, she reacted. Just now, walking too hastily, she forgot to agree on a location with Xie Ci.

Xu You gripped her phone tightly and turned two circles in place. Just as she was preparing to call him, a honk suddenly sounded from not far away.

She looked in the direction of the sound.

Xie Ci’s left hand extended out the window, waving twice.

She jogged over and opened the passenger door.

The car hadn’t been turned off. A tobacco smell permeated the cabin.

Xie Ci supported the car window with one hand, talking on the phone with someone. Seeing Xu You get in the car and sit properly, he turned on the heat. The car locked.

“Wait a moment. Right away.” Xie Ci glanced sideways.

Xu You heard his words and nodded, “It’s fine. You talk.”

On the other end of the phone was Song Yifan. Hearing the movement, he teased, “You two are romantic enough.”

“Mm.”

Seeing that Xu You had come, how could Xie Ci still have the mind to talk with him? He said perfunctorily: “That’s it then. I’m hanging up.”

“Hey damn, don’t hang up. I haven’t finished talking, brother.”

Song Yifan was so angry he rolled his eyes. To think he specially snuck out from home and arranged for a large group of people to go accompany Xie Ci to hang out. After all that, this year the guy had his wife to keep him company.

“What is it? Can you hurry up or not?” Xie Ci was urging again.

Song Yifan cursed under his breath and hurriedly said: “Tomorrow bring sister-in-law out to eat together.”

“How many of you?”

“Not many. Just Yi-bastard, Brother Cheng, Big Pear can also be called tomorrow…..”

“We’ll see.”

“Damn, don’t just say ‘we’ll see.’ Everyone came out. Give a definite answer. You know several of us ran out and specifically got hotel rooms just to accompany you. As a result, you’re good—without a word, you abandoned your brothers and left with your wife. Are we brothers or not, Xie Ci?” Song Yifan clamored.

Xie Ci hadn’t made a sound yet when someone else had already taken over the phone.

Chen Jingyi walked to a secluded corner, gripping the phone, her voice restrained: “You blocked my number?”

Xie Ci’s eyes looked at Xu You. She seemed to find waiting a bit boring, so she turned her head to focus on looking outside the window, watching the fireworks with great interest, even taking several photos with her phone.

He tugged at the corner of his mouth and answered the other side lazily, “Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Don’t provoke Xu You.”

Xie Ci lost his patience. Without waiting for a reaction from that side, he hung up the phone after speaking.

Xu You heard her name and thought he was calling her. She turned her head and asked: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

The night was deep and quiet. Inside the car was only dim, warm orange light. Xu You sat quietly and calmly upright in the seat, her shoulder-length hair loose, wearing a cute little bear coat. Her face was slightly red from running, her eyelashes like thin fans.

Anyway, she was particularly alluring in a different way.

“Did you cut your hair?” He stared at her for a while and suddenly asked.

Xu You made an “ah” sound, not expecting him to say this. She nodded and said embarrassedly: “Yesterday Mom cut it for me at home.”

Xie Ci smiled and pulled her wrist over.

Lowering his eyes, he saw her slender white wrist, her skin clean. He couldn’t help but lean in to kiss it.

She was struck as if by lightning by this action, quickly withdrawing her hand, her body rigid, “Don’t do this. There are people outside…”

“Mm…… no one.” Xie Ci was casual.

Xu You still wasn’t reassured and distanced herself from him a bit, “Let’s just chat.”

“Chat about what?” he asked.

Xu You thought carefully and said very calmly: “What do you usually like to do?”

“………..”

Xie Ci paused for a long time before saying, “Nothing.”

Seeing her choked appearance, he smiled, “What about you? Studying?”

Xu You shook her head, “Who would like studying?”

“You do. You’re always studying.”

Anyway, in the past when Xie Ci sat behind her, as soon as class ended, he would see her either copying notes or doing test papers, seemingly tireless. No matter how he teased her, she wouldn’t acknowledge him or get angry, like a rigid, honest scholar, singlemindedly reading sage books.

The scholar said: “Mm, because my grades have always been very good, so I’ve gotten used to studying.”

“Yo.” Xie Ci raised his eyebrows, “So young, yet your image means a lot to you.”

Xu You laughed.

He asked lightly: “Where will you go to university in the future?”

She thought about it and said half-jokingly: “New Oriental.”

“Going to Beijing?”

Xu You looked at him, puzzled: “Why are you asking this?”

Xie Ci looked at her, “What do you think?”

“……..”

“By the way.” Xu You suddenly remembered something. She said, “Tomorrow morning, I’ll accompany you to the hospital for an injection.”

“Why?”

“You have a fever.”

“Taking medicine is fine.”

Xu You frowned disapprovingly: “Some illnesses can’t be dragged out, plus it’s such cold weather.”

He didn’t speak.

“Okay?” Xu You was still asking.

Xie Ci’s gaze at her became increasingly wrong.

This time Xu You reacted quickly, knowing what he wanted to do. She covered the lower half of her face, only showing her eyes, and said softly: “No kissing. You have to promise me first.”

He laughed and leaned over to kiss her clean, fair hand.

Xu You’s ears turned red because of his action.

Xie Ci leaned forward again, smiling as he kissed her eyes.

“You’re annoying.”

“Even if you don’t let me kiss you, I’m still going to kiss you.” His eyes were heavy, his voice hoarse. The two were at a distance where they were almost touching.

She dodged backward.

Xie Ci pulled Xu You’s hand down, supporting himself with one hand on the glass, tilting his head to block her soft lips.

Lips of moderate thickness—kissing them felt very comfortable.

He pinched her jaw, tirelessly biting and holding, his mouth full of intoxicating fragrance, tingling all the way to his chest.

Chapter 46: Blowing
Burning hot breath pressed against her, her lips and tongue kissed numb.

Xu You was in a daze, losing her sense of sight and hearing, her hands softly groping as they settled on his waist.

Xie Ci’s movements paused, and he withdrew slightly.

The pressure on Xu You’s body suddenly lifted. She slowly opened her eyes. Her jet-black pupils were moist and glistening, carrying a cool watery light, like a well-behaved and docile kitten, asking blankly: “What’s wrong…”

The sight made someone’s mouth go dry and tongue parched, his lower abdomen tightening.

Before she could react, Xie Ci leaned in again, deepening the kiss from before like a violent storm.

“Xu You…” He called her name as if summoning her soul. He tilted his head to bite her earlobe, then worked his way back to kiss her lips.

Their tongues intertwined deeply, and each time they turned to kiss from a different angle, his eyelashes trembled lightly.

She raised her hand to wrap around Xie Ci’s neck. By her ear was the sound of wet kissing, their sweet saliva mingling. The lingering fragrance filled her mouth with moisture.

Without realizing it, his cold fingers slipped under the hem of her sweater, his fingertips touching her warm, delicate skin, gradually gliding upward over the smooth, cream-like softness, fumbling to unhook her bra.

The sudden coolness made Xu You shiver slightly, small goosebumps rising on her back and arms. Although she had been kissed senseless, at this moment she realized what Xie Ci was doing. Her face flushed bright red, her pale ears filling with blood.

“Don’t… don’t.” Xu You gradually came to her senses, struggling in small movements in fright, trying to break free from his restraint.

Fuck.

Xie Ci suddenly sat up, cursing under his breath.

His brows furrowed tightly as he took deep breaths, clenching his teeth. He opened the car door beside him and got out to cool down.

The car door was slammed shut with a loud “bang” that even Xu You sitting in her seat felt the vibration. Blushing, she pulled down her clothes and quickly twisted her hands behind her back to fasten her loosened bra.

Xie Ci leaned against the car, placing a cigarette between his lips and lighting it with his head lowered. He turned his face away to feel the wind. The bone-chilling cold wind hit his face, but the surging desire burning in his heart hadn’t diminished by half, clamoring to spread like wildfire.

This won’t do… this won’t work. If it continued, no one could control what he would do.

The thin smoke was scattered by the wind. Xie Ci bit down on the cigarette, his pupils dark and bottomless.

The clear, cold night had thick clouds covering the moon, the air permeated with the faint smell of gunpowder from burnt fireworks and firecrackers. The weak firelight illuminated his profile intermittently. After a long time, his posture hadn’t changed at all, showing no reaction whatsoever.

Xu You sat in the car looking out, annoyed as she closed her eyes and knocked her forehead with the back of her hand. Just thinking about the scene from moments ago made her feel embarrassed.

She felt somewhat flustered. After a while, unable to help herself, she took out her phone and sent Xie Ci a text message:

[You have a cold, come back quickly, it’s cold outside.]

After a moment, her phone vibrated.

He replied with a message:

—[You sure?]

Xu You sent him another text message.

…Stop standing in the wind.

After thinking about it, she deleted it character by character.

She was still carefully considering her response when she received another message:

—[Want to do it in the car?]

Xu You: ……

After a while, Xu You hung her head, staring blankly at her knees. The right door was suddenly pulled open, cold wind rushing in. She turned her head in a daze.

The two of them stared at each other for a long time. He lowered his head, his bangs falling forward.

Xu You: ?

Xie Ci supported himself against the car frame with one hand, wearing a black jacket. He leaned forward, bending slightly, his cool lips pressing against the corner of her lips, “Let me hold you for a bit.”

Xu You seemed bewitched. By the time she came to her senses, she was already encircled in his embrace.

The passenger seat was quite spacious, and with her petite frame, it wasn’t too cramped, just awkward and embarrassing. She couldn’t sit with her back straight, but if she leaned back, she would touch his chest. Xu You sat restlessly as warm air hit her face. She turned her head and said to Xie Ci even more carefully in a low voice: “I should get down… Don’t you think I’m heavy?”

Xie Ci propped up his head, holding her wrist in place with one hand, his voice low and hoarse: “Don’t move around.”

“…” Xu You turned her face to the side. Her cheeks were dewy and tender, her skin texture transparent, showing soft, fine downy hair under the warm yellow light.

His gaze lazily moved upward, meeting her eyes. After another moment, Xie Ci suddenly asked: “Do you… know what a hickey is?”

Xu You: …….

The corner of Xie Ci’s lips curved up, his thin, pale lips looking temptingly colored.

He seemed to casually lean toward her ear and ask: “Want me to give you one?”

“—No.”

Before her rejection could leave her lips, his arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her into his embrace. It was clearly premeditated.

Xie Ci pulled down the loose collar of her sweater, and the moment her snow-white shoulder blade was nearly exposed, it was intoxicating and dazzling.

He let out a soft sigh, his lips pressing down to suckle.

So soft, so fragrant, so sweet.

People truly were creatures driven by desire and indulgence.

—

After all the commotion in the first half of the night, by the latter half, Xu You really couldn’t hold on anymore and dozed off groggily in the car. Half-dreaming and half-awake, she wasn’t very settled. Chen Xiuyun usually got up at six o’clock, so Xu You had to time it carefully and go upstairs at five-thirty.

Later, it was Xie Ci who woke her up.

Afraid of disturbing her sleep, the pale yellow interior light in the car had been turned off. Outside, the sky was still pitch dark, with a crescent moon hanging in the dark blue horizon.

After staying in one position for a long time, the nerves in her left leg were compressed. Xu You was drowsy, opening her eyes and rubbing them. The moment she suddenly moved, her muscles were sore and tingly, making her moan softly in discomfort.

Xie Ci glanced sideways.

“My leg’s numb…” After saying a couple of words, she hissed again and bit her lip.

Xie Ci smiled, leaning on the steering wheel to watch her, “Want me to rub it for you?”

“No.” Xu You raised her arm, blocking his reaching hand, and recovered by herself for a while.

The car was very quiet. He raised his brow bone slightly and asked: “Can you come out today?”

“…Today?” She hesitated.

Xie Ci made an affirmative sound and said: “Dinner with my friends.”

—

After going upstairs, Xu You carefully opened the door. The house was pitch black and completely quiet; her parents hadn’t gotten up yet. She cautiously placed her keys at the entrance, not daring to turn on the lights, and groped her way into her room in the dark.

She had clearly been so sleepy just moments ago, but for some reason couldn’t fall asleep now. Sitting at the foot of the bed in a daze for a while, letting time pass, Xu You got up and took some clothes from the wardrobe to the bathroom to shower.

After drying her hair and coming out, Chen Xiuyun was already making breakfast in the kitchen. She stared at Xu You in surprise, “Why are you showering so early in the morning?”

Xu You threw the dirty clothes into the washing machine, looking down as she said: “I woke up this morning covered in sweat, it was uncomfortable.”

At the dining table, Papa Xu suddenly asked, “By the way, when is A’Chai going back to school?”

“Five more days.”

“That’s soon.” Chen Xiuyun calculated, “Have you finished your homework?”

Xu You lowered her head to drink her porridge and made an affirmative sound. She ate quickly, cleared away the dishes, and suddenly said: “Can I go out with classmates for the day today?”

Papa Xu was reading the newspaper. His gaze casually swept across it as he asked: “Which classmates?”

“Classmates from my old class.”

“Have you finished the practice materials I bought you?”

Only then did Xu You remember, and she didn’t make a sound. Papa Xu’s brows furrowed.

Chen Xiuyun quickly interjected from the side, “It’s fine, let A’Chai go out for a day. She’s been at home doing homework the past few days, plus she has to go back to school in a few days.”

Papa Xu frowned without speaking.

Xu You lowered her head like she had done something wrong. After a while, she said, “Then I won’t go…”

Seeing her like this, Papa Xu turned another page of his newspaper. After quite some time, he finally said, “Come back early.”

—

Xie Ci’s fever hadn’t subsided. He didn’t want to go to the hospital, so the two of them randomly found a small clinic.

The doctor was an elderly man who examined Xie Ci for a while and said it was just a common cold and fever, and two IV drips would be enough.

A young nurse went to the back room to prepare the medicine. The old man took off his reading glasses and looked Xie Ci up and down, “Young man, wearing so little in such cold weather, no wonder you have a fever.”

“It’s for looks, Grandpa.” He smiled improperly.

The doctor frowned, muttering quietly, “Boys nowadays, so particular.”

Xie Ci: “I have a date with my girlfriend.”

Xu You had been listening from the side and wanted to laugh, until the doctor turned his disapproving gaze on her. Her smile froze, and she quickly pulled him to sit down on a nearby chair.

“Why are you talking nonsense with other people?” She was slightly annoyed.

“Talking nonsense about what?”

“About the date and everything…”

“Isn’t it true?”

Xu You’s eyes widened slightly, almost believing it: “You really wore so little… just to look good…?”

Xie Ci watched her expression with great interest, “I’ve always been using my beauty to seduce you, haven’t you noticed?”

The clinic had the heater on, with a small TV playing cross-talk comedy.

The young nurse came over with the prepared medicine to set up Xie Ci’s IV, also giving him a small hot water bottle to warm his hand. She pressed her thumb on the roller to adjust the drip speed, and before leaving, instructed Xu You: “Call me when this bottle is almost finished.”

Xie Ci hadn’t slept all last night and was tired now, resting his head on Xu You’s shoulder to catch up on sleep.

In the end, Xu You’s shoulder went completely numb, but she still didn’t push him away.

With nothing to do, she pulled out an unfinished practice book and spread it on her lap, writing with her right hand. She occasionally looked up to check how much medicine was left.

Next to her was a slightly plump middle-aged woman who was also on an IV drip. Bored, she chatted with people all around. When it was Xu You’s turn, she asked in not-quite-standard Mandarin: “Little girl, still in school?”

Xu You nodded.

“Studying is so hard. Are you in senior year?”

She smiled shyly, “Second year.”

“Oh my, almost senior year then. My daughter is about your age too.”

The woman had rather conservative views and gave Xu You a complex look, “At this age, dating really wastes time.”

Xu You seemed calm and could focus on studying even in this setting, clearly not the same type as Xie Ci beside her.

After a while, the woman asked again: “How long have you been together?”

Xu You smiled with pursed lips but didn’t answer, just shook her head.

“Don’t waste your whole life on such things.”

Xie Ci woke up not long after, saying he was thirsty.

Xu You put her book aside and got up to pour him warm water.

He looked lazily drowsy, initially showing no reaction, but after a while couldn’t help frowning and saying, “It’s so bitter.”

“What?” She didn’t hear clearly.

“There’s a weird taste in my mouth, so bitter.”

“That’s normal.”

Xu You found a lollipop in her pocket, lowered her head, and patiently unwrapped the candy wrapper to stuff it in his mouth, “Suck on this.”

He held a lollipop in his mouth, asking unclearly: “Why do you have candy?”

She paused, “I brought it from home.”

“For me?”

“Mm.”

—-

In the afternoon for dinner, Song Yifan had reserved a private room and sent the address to Xie Ci. It was a place they always went to.

There were many people inside. When the two entered, several people were stunned for a moment. They looked at each other, then reacted and greeted Xie Ci with laughter and joking.

“Why are there so many people?”

Xie Ci reached out and pushed Song Yifan’s head hard, “How many did you invite?”

Song Yifan was playing cards. After getting hit on the head, he couldn’t help but cry out “Ow” and looked back guiltily, “I don’t know either… At first I only called a few… who knew.”

Who knew that the more people they called, the more came, even a few from freshman year showed up. But Song Yifan thought, the more people the merrier, so whatever, he didn’t bother managing it.

“What’s wrong? Too many people, disturbing your romance?”

“Get lost.”

Xie Ci frowned.

He couldn’t say why exactly, but he just didn’t want to bring Xu You out for all those irrelevant people from before to see.

Anyway, whenever someone stared at Xu You, his mood became extremely irritable.

Li Jieyi didn’t understand, but he was too lazy to care. He yawned: “A’Ci, help me with a round, I’m about to lose.”

Xie Ci had just finished his IV and wasn’t feeling well, so he directly refused.

“When are we eating?” he asked.

“In a bit, probably around five or six.”

“I’m going to sleep for a while.”

Song Yifan casually pointed, “There’s a room inside, go ahead.”

Xu You sat beside Fu Xueli talking. Not knowing what funny joke was told, she laughed softly.

“Do you like sweet things? I just bought some on the way here.” Fu Xueli pushed over a plate of delicate desserts.

She rested her chin on her hand, saying listlessly: “I originally bought it with Xu Xingchun, but then Song Yifan called me to eat, hahaha so I stood him up again.”

Xu You asked: “Ah? Is the class president okay?”

Fu Xueli was quite proud, “It’s fine.”

It wasn’t the first or second time anyway.

“Try it quickly, see if it’s good.” She urged Xu You.

“What is this?”

“Mango mille crepe, have you had it before?”

Xu You shook her head, “No.”

She took a bite, all cream with a hint of mango fragrance.

Xu You liked sweet things, so she could accept it. She used a plastic fork to pick up small pieces and bring them to her mouth.

“You You, is Xu Xingchun still class president in your class?”

“Mm.” Xu You nodded, “The teacher chose him.”

Fu Xueli understood, “He’s been class president since childhood. Our middle school teacher really liked him too.”

After just a couple of sentences, her arm was pulled up.

Xu You turned her head. Xie Ci stood to the side, his face flushed, eyes looking at her moistly.

Xie Ci looked listless, lowering his eyes lazily and saying, “Come sleep with me.”

?

……

Fu Xueli said, “Go by yourself.”

“Come on.” Xie Ci said, holding Xu You’s hand and not letting go.

“Go where?” Xu You was baffled.

“Next door, there’s a place to sleep.”

“…………”

“A’Ci, are you a three-year-old? Need someone to accompany you to sleep?” Someone nearby saw this scene and teased.

Xie Ci felt unwell and didn’t want to say an extra word, too lazy to acknowledge anyone.

Watching him forcibly half-drag Xu You away, Fu Xueli was speechless.

Did this person’s possessiveness have to be so strong? Just like Xu Xingchun. But dating was also so annoying, no freedom at all…

A girl came over and asked, “Is this Xie Ci’s new girlfriend? How long have they been together?”

Fu Xueli looked down at her phone and answered honestly: “I don’t know when they got together either.”

“It feels like Xie Ci’s about to settle down.”

“Settle down my ass, you think this is a romance novel?” Another person said: “Xie Ci always liked this type, those good student girls. Qiu Qingqing was the same before, but in the end…”

The rest of the words weren’t said, interrupted by a friend patting their shoulder.

Xu You’s expression was very calm, as if she hadn’t heard anything. She nodded to them in acknowledgment, picked up the book she had left behind, and walked away.

Chapter 47: Dinner
The door was knocked, someone called out in a low voice from outside.

“A’Ci, get up and eat.”

Xu You had never fallen asleep. At this moment, hearing the slightest sound, she opened her eyes. She moved her body and only then realized she was being completely held in someone’s embrace.

Xie Ci hadn’t woken up yet. His breathing was very steady, hot breath spraying bit by bit on her neck. His arm was draped across her waist, his chin resting against the back of her head.

A completely possessive posture.

“It’s time to eat.” Xu You pulled down his hand.

The moment she moved, Xie Ci lifted his leg to pin her down, completely restricting her movements. His reaction was swift, not at all like someone who had just woken up.

Seeing he was awake, Xu You no longer held back. Supporting herself with her elbow, she lifted the blanket intending to get out of bed.

“Wait a moment, what’s the rush…” Xie Ci yawned and grabbed one of her wrists.

Xu You ignored him, sitting on the edge of the bed by herself and bending down to put on her shoes with her other hand. Just as she finished putting them on, the person behind her pulled her back. Caught off guard, she fell backward onto the soft bedding.

Xie Ci turned over, propping himself up with one hand beside her ear.

Their gazes met. He lowered his head, rubbing his nose tip against hers. His voice was still somewhat hoarse from just waking up: “Hey, Xu You, let me ask you a question?”

Xu You averted her eyes, turning her face to the side, pushing away the person on top of her, frowning: “What question? Don’t press on me.”

“Tsk, you have no patience.”

“I just wanted to ask…” Xie Ci quickly lowered his head, leaning toward the still-red patch of skin on her neck and sucking on it, “Why do you like me so much?”

—-

The wooden tables and chairs, warm yellow light strips embedded in the walls. This Sichuan restaurant had good decor and tasty food. The entertainment options inside were fairly comprehensive. It was a place Xie Ci and Song Yifan used to frequent.

Xu You followed Xie Ci out. Outside, a large group of people created a lively atmosphere. The dishes were already on the table, but they hadn’t started eating yet, all waiting for them.

The room was very hot. Xie Ci took off his jacket and casually tossed it on a small sofa to the side.

A boy nearby saw Xie Ci’s hair was somewhat messy and he didn’t look too well, so he couldn’t help making a joke: “The battle just now was quite intense, Brother Ci. When you’re sick you should exercise some restraint.”

Xie Ci had been leaning against the chair back watching Xu You unwrap her utensils. Hearing this, he looked at the boy. He asked: “Are you sick?”

The person automatically went silent.

The atmosphere was awkward for a while.

Song Yifan, sitting across from them, came out to smooth things over, laughing: “Ni Ming, what’s wrong with you? There’s a whole circle of girls here, and even underclassmen. Why do you keep making dirty jokes? That’s not good, right?”

Anyway, since so many unrelated people had already come, might as well make it even livelier. Song Yifan had also called some people he knew from freshman year to play together. Some even brought girlfriends, and the girlfriends brought friends, so there was just a whole pile of people.

“The one next to him is Brother Ci’s girlfriend, right? What year is she in? Seems like I haven’t really seen her before.”

The speaker was Xu Xiaocheng’s girlfriend, called Sun Xiaoxue. She had been in Class 9 in freshman year, then transferred to Class 5 in sophomore year. But because of Xu Xiaocheng, Sun Xiaoxue usually went out with him to hang out, so she knew quite a few people in their circle. But this seemed to be the first time seeing Xu You, so she looked unfamiliar.

“She’s from our class. She just transferred last semester.”

“Oh… what’s her name?”

“Xu You.”

“Wow, so it’s her!” Sun Xiaoxue reacted.

This girl who had been parachuting into the top three rankings since the September monthly exam was quite famous in the grade. Even teachers sometimes mentioned her in class.

Who knows how Xie Ci managed to pursue these top student girls with such high ambitions… and there was Qiu Qingqing before too…

Sun Xiaoxue inwardly complained.

“But…” She bumped Xu Xiaocheng’s arm, lowering her voice: “Don’t you think Xu You looks a lot like Deng Ying?”

Xu Xiaocheng was playing a mobile game, not lifting his head: “Who’s Deng Ying?”

He was focused on his game and didn’t control his volume well for a moment, speaking a bit too loudly.

“Ah… what?”

Deng Ying was talking to someone nearby when someone bumped her arm. She turned around with a smile on her lips.

“They’re calling you,” someone said.

Deng Ying had a baby face, straight bangs, very fair skin, and big round eyes. She looked up and happened to meet Xie Ci’s sweeping gaze. She froze for two seconds before reacting, her face flushing red as she lowered her eyes and bit her lip, absent-minded.

“It’s nothing, nothing.” Sun Xiaoxue forced out a smile, secretly pinching Xu Xiaocheng’s thigh under the table.

Dinner began. Several people drank quite a bit of alcohol, getting somewhat tipsy. Xie Ci wasn’t feeling well, so no one forced him to drink. He only had a little bit.

So Li Jieyi and Song Yifan chugged several bottles, both their faces turning bright red. After drinking enough, they started eating and chatting along the way.

Chen Jing looked down at his phone from time to time.

“What are you looking at?”

Li Jieyi, sitting beside him, asked and then quickly leaned over to snatch it.

“Fuck off, get lost!” Chen Jing reacted quickly, dodging to the side.

But Li Jieyi still saw it. He leisurely leaned back in his seat, shaking his head: “Oh my, texting your girlfriend?”

“So what? Jealous?”

Chen Jing put away his phone and picked up his chopsticks to eat some food. After eating a bit, he called out toward Xu You not far away: “Hahahaha, English class representative, you’re here too.”

Making conversation out of nothing.

“…Ah.” Xu You looked completely baffled.

“I’m in your class! We even sit in the same group. You’re right in front of my front.” Chen Jing continued chatting enthusiastically.

Xu You didn’t make a sound, but it was clear she didn’t recognize him.

Song Yifan beside them laughed and cursed: “Fuck, Chen Jing, don’t you feel embarrassed? Can someone who bought their way in compare with her?”

Chen Jing smiled indifferently: “What about it? You have a problem?”

“Why did you buy your way into Class 0 with those grades?”

“For his girlfriend?” someone teased.

Another person added: “Qiu Qingqing, right?” After saying it, they seemed to realize something and couldn’t help glancing at Xie Ci.

He looked as if he hadn’t heard, saying to Xu You in a low voice: “I want to eat dumplings.”

Xu You picked one up for him and put it in his bowl.

Chen Jing rolled his eyes beside them: “Are you nuts? It was my dad who insisted on getting me in there, said it would cultivate my character. What does it have to do with Qiu Qingqing?”

Li Jieyi egged him on, clapping: “Impressive, impressive, Young Master Chen’s family has money.”

Several boys deliberately clowned around, making the girls at the table laugh.

But Xie Ci had no interest in their boring conversation. He sat to the side, too lazy to participate.

Feeling too lazy to use his chopsticks, he poked Xu You’s waist and said in a low voice: “Feed me?”

Xu You shook her head. She had also been quietly eating with her head down, completely out of place with the liveliness around her.

“What’s wrong? Unhappy?” Xie Ci frowned slightly, propping his elbow on the table edge and leaning toward Xu You’s face to look at her expression.

He liked such intimate gestures in public, but Xu You wasn’t used to it. She dodged to the side, putting down what she was holding: “I’m going to the restroom.”

After she left, Xie Ci’s expression clearly darkened.

“A’Ci, how come today you and Xu You seem weird? Did you two have a fight?”

Li Jieyi spoke honestly.

He saw that Xu You hadn’t really talked much during the meal and guessed she might be tired of this kind of occasion. After all, they weren’t the same type of people as her, their auras really didn’t match. The previous Qiu Qingqing was the same, similar type to Xu You. It was just that she controlled Xie Ci too much, making him impatient and bored, so they broke up. But for some reason, Xie Ci seemed quite fond of Xu You, probably wouldn’t break up so easily.

But honestly speaking, Li Jieyi was usually quite good at reading people. Xu You had something different from others – she was quite pure. Really pure, the kind you could tell.

Some people were promiscuous to the bone, but she was really pure to the bone. No wonder Xie Ci would fall.

Li Jieyi continued chatting sporadically with Song Yifan while silently sighing for his friend in his heart.

When a woman hardens her heart, she can torment the man who likes her to death.

Xie Ci was in a bad mood.

As long as Xu You became even a little cold like this, he couldn’t control his whole person becoming irritable. And he had no idea what had happened to Xu You in just this short time.

His mood was already annoyed when someone beside him called out: “Brother Ci, Brother Ci.”

Xie Ci looked up.

It was Ni Ming. He smiled mischievously with an ambiguous look: “I have something to tell you later.”

“Say it now.”

“No, no, no, your girlfriend is coming back soon, can’t say it.”

Ni Ming beat around the bush, but Xie Ci clearly had no mood to play guessing games with others and was too lazy to pay him any more attention.

After using the restroom, Xu You went to wash her hands. Warm water repeatedly washed over her palms. She cupped some water, closed her eyes, and splashed it on her face.

She was alone in the restroom, excessively quiet, with noisy sounds from outside faintly audible.

She looked at herself in the mirror – pale face, large dark pupils. Water droplets slid down along the edges of her cheeks.

Sigh…

—

Fu Xueli went home after eating. Using her key to open the door, she carried an unopened box of mango mille crepes, raising her hand to press the nearby switch. The house suddenly brightened.

She lowered her head to change into slippers, holding her phone in her right hand to play with, putting on the slippers.

“—Oh my god!!!”

Fu Xueli was startled by the person sitting quietly in the living room, her feet stepping back.

“You’re back.”

Xu Xingchun’s eyes looked at her, his voice very flat. His back was against the wall, half-sitting.

“What are you doing here?” Fu Xueli walked over.

“Waiting for you to come home.”

As he spoke, he bent forward to pick up the cigarette pack on the coffee table, pushing it open with his index finger.

Fu Xueli panicked, wanting to stop him: “What are you doing?”

“Don’t move.” Xu Xingchun looked down, pressing the lighter. The flame licked up at the cigarette.

He rarely looked this cold, directly making Fu Xueli not dare to move anymore.

“I…” She stammered, wanting to explain.

Xu Xingchun patiently finished smoking one cigarette, his posture hardly changing.

Fu Xueli didn’t dare look at him. After a long silence, she heard him say: “It doesn’t taste good. Don’t smoke anymore in the future.”

—-

“Why did you take so long?”

Xie Ci’s hand rested on the back of Xu You’s chair, his eyes looking at her as he casually threw out a card.

Xu You said quietly: “Oh, I’m feeling a bit unwell. You play first, I’m going to call my parents.”

They had just finished eating. Xu Xiaocheng had the waiter come over to clear the table to make room for cards.

“Play your card, stop just talking.” Song Yifan urged.

Xie Ci responded while putting all his attention on Xu You. She took her phone from her bag and stood in a quiet corner to the side to make a call.

Xie Ci’s eyes kept looking to the side, absent-minded, and then he lost this round too.

“Not playing anymore.”

He threw down his cards, saying flatly.

Chen Jing laughed maliciously: “Young Master Xie’s luck is bad today.”

“You two lost, so what do we do this round?” Xu Xiaocheng shuffled the cards, saying casually: “Old rules or what?”

Poor Song Yifan was Xie Ci’s partner. He said indignantly: “Fuck, A’Ci is getting worse and worse at this. Never want to team with him again.”

Their old rule was that the two losers drew two cards – the King of Spades and King of Hearts. Whoever drew the King of Hearts played Truth or Dare. Kind of similar to the King’s Game. Seeing a round finish here, several people from the side also came over.

“Come on, come on, let’s get some girls to play together.” Chen Jing smiled.

Deng Ying was curious, standing on tiptoes and craning her neck: “Play what?”

Chen Jing spread out his hands, saying: “I just like straightforward underclasswomen like you. Come on, come on, draw one.”

Deng Ying looked at Xie Ci sitting on the outer edge, pursing her lips as she randomly drew a card.

It was Song Yifan’s turn to draw. Xu Xiaocheng held two cards between his fingers: “Which one, left or right?”

“The right one.”

Xu Xiaocheng gave Xie Ci the remaining left card.

“Alright, everyone knows what card they have, right?”

Chen Jing sat his butt on the table, smiling lewdly: “Since A’Ci is a family man now, we won’t play anything too exciting. How about the guy who draws the King of Spades princess-carries the girl who draws the Joker and walks around the place once?”

No one objected.

Four girls were playing. Deng Ying flipped her card first, and people around her immediately started making noise.

She had drawn the Joker.

Then Song Yifan also tossed his card aside, shrugging. He drew the King of Spades.

“—Wow!!”

Someone reached out to push Deng Ying toward Xie Ci. She stumbled, her face flushing with embarrassment. Sensing all eyes on her, Deng Ying said quietly: “I’m fine with anything.”

Deng Ying glanced at Xie Ci from the corner of her eye, not knowing what kind of feeling was in her heart. She had heard friends mention Xie Ci before – good things and bad. She knew he hung out with bad crowds, his family had money but his grades weren’t good, and he changed girlfriends quickly. After friends mentioned him many times, she unconsciously started paying attention. Actually, Deng Ying had gone out to hang with them a few times before, each time only daring to look at Xie Ci from afar. He wasn’t someone with a cold personality, but always gave people a sense of unapproachable distance. But girls this age inexplicably liked this type of bad but handsome boy. She was no exception.

Especially after seeing today that his current girlfriend looked so similar to herself, a sour feeling of jealousy peaked in her heart. Like feeling unwilling… why couldn’t it be her…

Everyone’s gaze turned to Xie Ci.

He didn’t speak or refuse, his face wearing a half-smile.

Xu You had just finished her phone call and walked over, hearing someone laugh and say: “Stop tormenting A’Ci, everyone. Last time you made him kiss someone in front of Qiu Qingqing, causing them to break up. Why are you at it again?”

So Xu You roughly guessed they were playing a game and Xie Ci had lost.

Xu You stood outside the crowd, stopping in her tracks. Everyone’s eyes were on Xie Ci, no one noticed here. She was short, easily submerged in the crowd.

“Are you doing it or not? Princess-carrying isn’t anything difficult, and the girl already agreed.”

People in front started urging.

Xu You sensibly put away her phone, her steps light as she left the room.

Xu Xiaocheng looked at Xie Ci and originally wanted to say forget it. But now everyone was waiting, it wouldn’t be good to disappoint them like this, so he didn’t speak up.

But…

Were all these people egging them on stupid? Didn’t they know Xie Ci had a bad temper? Still making such a fuss…

People who knew Xie Ci knew that although he was still smiling, but…

Song Yifan was about to say he’d do it instead when he saw the smile on Xie Ci’s face suddenly disappear.

Downstairs.

Xu You stood in the cold wind, holding her phone. She wrapped her scarf properly and sent Xie Ci a text message:

—Xie Ci, I’m going home.

Chapter 48: Is This Fun?
Walking randomly along the road for a while.

New Year’s Eve had just passed. The streets were empty, shops large and small had closed their doors, and with the low temperature, it was cold and desolate. Xu You wandered several streets and randomly found a bench to sit down.

From the nearby bushes, a stray cat darted out, meowing.

—

Xie Ci held his phone, dialing someone’s number over and over.

“What’s wrong… Brother Ci, are you carrying her or not? The girl is waiting.”

Someone still didn’t read the room, laughingly urging a couple of times.

“—Carry your mother’s cunt.”

Xie Ci threw his phone to the side. The sudden outburst scared everyone around him.

“…….”

His expression was extremely poor, making some people who had been making a fuss not dare speak anymore, afraid of touching some landmine and hitting the muzzle of a gun.

Song Yifan, sitting on the table, reacted after a while and belatedly said: “By the way, where did Xu You go?”

As soon as this name was spoken, they saw Xie Ci’s expression darken even more.

Song Yifan immediately shut up.

Fuck.

That was really scary. He just casually asked a question…

So everyone immediately understood – so the girlfriend was jealous and upset. But some people were somewhat disdainful in their hearts, because actually in their eyes, Xu You was no different from Qiu Qingqing. Anyway, those girls would just make a big fuss, and Xie Ci would always end up impatient. It was the same before too.

So they naturally assumed Xie Ci was angry because Xu You had given him attitude and he was unhappy.

“It can’t be… because of…?” Deng Ying bit her lips tight, her eyes lowered, looking somewhat guilty.

As soon as Xie Ci’s eyes swept over, someone immediately put their arm around Deng Ying’s shoulder, comforting her quietly: “It’s fine, what does it have to do with you? Brother Ci’s girlfriend just can’t take a joke…”

Deng Ying seemed anxious to explain: “Don’t say that. Senior Xu You has such good grades and is in the rocket class. It’s normal she doesn’t want to hang out with us.”

After saying this, she glanced at Xie Ci and found he was looking at her. His gaze was calm and waveless, just quietly staring at her.

Inexplicably making her feel a bit panicked.

“Senior… don’t be angry at Senior Xu You anymore.”

After hesitating for a while, Deng Ying still spoke up to comfort him.

Xie Ci’s eyelids had been lowered. After hearing this sentence, his gaze moved to her face again. He asked: “Who are you?”

Deng Ying’s ten fingers twisted tight. The blush on her face faded, becoming extremely pale. She was still in a daze when she heard his impatient voice:

“—Can you get the fuck away from me?”

Everyone: ……..

The remaining people in the room looked at each other, not knowing what Deng Ying had done to provoke Xie Ci like this. Although he was usually too lazy to deal with some girls, he generally wouldn’t lose his temper at them – at most he’d just ignore them. But publicly embarrassing a girl like this, Xie Ci basically had never done such a thing…

Li Jieyi thought to himself that this little girl Deng Ying really couldn’t read people’s expressions. At a time like this, even they didn’t dare say anything, yet she still mentioned Xu You in front of Xie Ci.

Seriously…

The atmosphere became very stiff. Li Jieyi pursed his lips, having to cough twice and come out to smooth things over: “Alright, alright, what kind of crappy game is this? Let’s not play anymore…”

After speaking, he carefully glanced at Xie Ci and tentatively asked: “How about you go chase sister-in-law back, and we’ll apologize?”

Xu Xiaocheng also chimed in, pretending to slap his own face: “Oh my, look at this mess… it’s my fault, my fault.”

Seeing the few people who usually played with Xie Ci the most all saying this, no matter how slow the others were, they understood. And looking at Xie Ci’s attitude, he obviously cared a lot about his current girlfriend. Then everyone started talking at once, all agreeing.

“Brother Ci, don’t be angry. Explain things properly to your girlfriend later.”

“Right, it’s just a game. Not worth making such a big deal out of it.”

Just as Xie Ci remained silent, grabbed the jacket beside him, put it on and prepared to leave, the phone in his hand suddenly rang.

He saw the caller ID and paused in his steps.

“Hello.” Xie Ci immediately answered.

There seemed to be wind on Xu You’s side. Her voice was small: “Xie Ci?”

“Why did you hang up on me just now?”

Her side was quiet for a long time before she said: “Because just now, I didn’t really want to talk to you.”

“…..”

Xie Ci didn’t move. Song Yifan saw his brows furrow again, his heart inevitably tightening.

“Is the game over?” Xu You’s voice was flat.

Xie Ci stared intently at Xu Xiaocheng. Just about to explain, he hesitated for a moment, and the words on his lips only became: “I didn’t play.”

“Then do you want to play?” she asked back.

“…….”

“Xie Ci?”

“Mm…”

At first, Xu Xiaocheng felt uneasy being stared at by Xie Ci. After a few minutes, he realized Xie Ci wasn’t looking at him at all, but was just spacing out in this direction.

His mind had already wandered far away.

—

At the street corner, a few children ran past laughing and playing. The red light turned green. Cars with their lights on drove from the distance to the front, then left.

Xu You felt cold sitting, so she simply stood up: “Are you listening?”

She asked.

The other side answered quickly: “Yes.”

“Okay…”

Xu You stood still, looking elsewhere, pausing before speaking.

“Actually when I left, I was very angry inside.”

“But I’m not trying to make a fuss with you. Just now on the street, I walked for a while, felt the wind for a bit, calmed my emotions down before deciding to make this call to you.”

“Don’t talk yet, let me finish.”

“Actually I know that you and I are different in many ways. You have many friends. I’ve never played the games you play, and I don’t understand them. After being with you, I always don’t know what to do. I’ve heard others say before that you’ve had many girlfriends, and there are many girls more outstanding than me, but you still broke up with them. I don’t know if you like me because of temporary interest or what. But I’m a serious person. I agreed to be with you…”

“……..”

—-

Song Yifan watched Xie Ci laughing strangely on the side. His eyes and brows completely relaxed, the smile in his eyes couldn’t be stopped.

That instantly softened expression was completely different from his angry look just moments ago, like two completely different people.

Xu Xiaocheng guessed who was calling. He loudly interjected from here: “Sister-in-law, don’t be angry. Brother Ci says he’ll kneel and sing conquest for you.”

“Kneeling and singing conquest works too.” Song Yifan agreed.

The two laughed.

But Xie Ci gradually put away his smile. He had been absent-minded to begin with, not hearing what others said at all.

—

Xie Ci frowned, suddenly pushing aside the person in front of him, walking toward the door while saying: “Wait, don’t say anymore. Let me come find you and we can talk face to face, okay? I’m begging you, I don’t want to talk on the phone…”

He had always been admired by girls, had a proud temperament, and never learned to please anyone. Now his tone and attitude were so low, truly making those around him drop their jaws.

A group of people listened with perked ears to the gossip, but didn’t get to listen long before the main character walked out.

Several people stared wide-eyed at each other in silence.

Chen Jing, as the main culprit, only dared to speak after Xie Ci left. He swallowed and said hesitantly: “Do you think… I was just an idiot?”

Song Yifan looked up at him and said coolly: “I suggest you go to the hospital to get your brain checked.”

“……..”

“God, how the fuck was I supposed to know A’Ci was so serious about Xu You…”

Chen Jing spread his hands innocently: “And A’Ci isn’t someone who can’t play around, so I just thought…”

“Good thing you fucking didn’t make Xie Ci kiss the underclassman in front of Xu You just now.” Xu Xiaocheng shook his head.

Li Jieyi came out of the bathroom and found Xie Ci was completely gone. He looked around: “That bastard A’Ci, why did he suddenly leave? Aren’t we going to play pool later?”

“What pool? Young Master Xie went to chase his girlfriend.” Xu Xiaocheng explained.

After listening to them talk for a while, a girl couldn’t help her gossipy heart and curiously asked: “Does Brother Ci… really like that girl who left just now?”

“Xu You?”

“Mm…”

“Fuck, it’s way more than just liking.”

“I’m starting to suspect Xu You put a spell on A’Ci, making him completely possessed.”

Song Yifan was angry and had long wanted to complain: “A whole group of you surrounded him just now, making Xu You leave angrily… I was really afraid that bear Xie Ci would flip the table. Luckily Xu You called him.”

“Wasn’t Shen Jiayi like that before too… A’Ci didn’t react much.” Another person said.

“Fuck, that’s not the same at all.”

“All those before, which one wasn’t constantly calling Xie Ci? Even a girl like Qiu Qingqing was no exception, always checking on him. When Xie Ci was out playing with us, he was generally too lazy to answer calls, just glanced and tossed the phone aside. Not like Xu You… Xie Ci really wishes he could stick to her 24/7, and he likes to keep running to where she lives to guard her, like some kind of stalker. You guys don’t know, sometimes when we’re eating out together, while eating, probably because Xu You was a bit slow replying to messages, Xie Ci would take his phone and frantically call…”

Making Song Yifan and them feel like Xie Ci was a resentful wife in the boudoir, completely becoming abnormal…

Song Yifan rolled his eyes and added: “I’m telling you, when you go out to play in the future, just don’t provoke Xu You in front of Xie Ci… use your brains.”

—-

“Where are you? I’ll come find you.”

Xie Ci ran all the way to downstairs. He looked around everywhere, his brow slightly furrowing then relaxing. Because he came down in such a rush, he didn’t even have time to put on his jacket, just wearing a thin wool sweater.

Xu You remained silent, quiet for a while.

“Don’t get excited.” She sniffed, organizing her emotions: “What I just told you…”

Xie Ci excitedly interrupted her: “—Xu You, I’ve told you many times, I’m not interested in touching anyone else, and I haven’t been messing around with girls… Just now I had no intention of carrying that girl and then you left. Okay, I really know I was wrong this time, okay? I shouldn’t have been with others in front of you… Really, don’t say those kinds of things to me…”

He finished this whole pile in one breath.

Actually, even Xie Ci himself hadn’t realized that all the indifference and coldness he showed her, in his bones, were naked enthusiasm and a childish desire to get her attention.

“Do you like me?” Xu You’s voice was very calm.

“Isn’t that obvious? If I didn’t fucking like you, would I chase you for so long? Do I have a problem?”

“Then how much do you like me?”

He seemed choked.

She continued asking: “Is there a difference from your previous girlfriends?”

“Qiu Qingqing, Chen Jingyi…”

Xu You listed names one by one: “Is there a difference between me and them? When your interest wanes, will I also be like all your ex-girlfriends?”

“Xie Ci… I can’t play around with you. Maybe my wording has some problems… but I really don’t dare. My parents have very high expectations of me, always have since childhood. I can’t abandon many things I must do because of you…”

“I’m also a normal girl. I get angry, I get jealous, I feel sad. I’m not as good as you imagine, and then gradually you’ll discover that I’m actually no different from your previous girlfriends…”

Her voice was intermittent, as if suppressing some emotion to continue: “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say this to you… don’t mind it… let me think…”

But hearing these words, Xie Ci panicked, his brain about to explode: “Fuck, where exactly are you? Can I come find you?”

“I don’t know…”

Really, Xu You didn’t know, didn’t know…

Didn’t know why things had turned out like this either. At first, she only wanted to talk with him calmly, but her emotions became increasingly uncontrollable. Or perhaps she had actually always minded, always been afraid. All the insecurity buried in her heart exploded at this moment. She didn’t dare get too close to Xie Ci, to completely include him in her life, yet unconsciously indulged his recklessness.

“………”

“Don’t come find me.”

Xu You squatted on the ground, her face buried in her scarf, saying softly and lightly: “Xie Ci, let me finish talking, okay?”

“No, I don’t want to listen. I don’t want to hear anything you’re saying.” His voice sounded a bit aggrieved.

Xu You bit her teeth tight, her stomach hurting uncomfortably.

“I know I can’t change anyone, including you. So what I can choose is to accept you, or leave you…”

“—No! I don’t agree to break up! Don’t even think about it!!”

The last thing Xu You heard was Xie Ci’s roar coming through the phone.

But she already had no strength to continue talking. She directly hung up the call, cold sweat emerging from her forehead.

She didn’t dare to be presumptuous about his feelings.

But even if Xu You tightly covered her mouth, her love for him would still run out from her eyes.

Chapter 49: It Snowed
The sky had already turned completely dark. Xu You had been squatting on an unfamiliar street corner for a long time, her mind continuously buzzing. Her phone vibrated tirelessly, but she never answered, not even having the energy to look at the caller ID.

Finally, her feet went numb, and the pain in her stomach finally lessened a bit.

“—Little girl, are you okay?” A voice appeared beside her ear.

Xu You looked up to see a young girl wearing a mask. She bent down with some concern and asked: “I’ve been watching you squat here alone for a long time…”

Xu You was startled and tried hard to appear natural. She waved her hand and said to the person: “I’m fine…”

Her face was pale and weak as she coughed several times in succession.

The young girl couldn’t help stepping forward to support her: “You don’t look very well. Do you need to go to the hospital or something?”

“No need…”

At this moment, Xu You’s phone rang again. It was Xie Ci calling. She sighed lightly and casually hung up.

It wasn’t that she was deliberately ignoring him, but she knew that right now, some emotions had accumulated in her heart that weren’t easy to fade. Her spirit was scattered. At this time when emotions dominated reason, continuing to argue would only hurt each other.

She didn’t want to fight with Xie Ci, much less hurt him.

“Thank you.” After standing steady, Xu You thanked her embarrassedly.

“Thank me for what? It’s just a small gesture.”

The kind-hearted young girl accompanied Xu You to hail a taxi by the roadside, only leaving after watching her get in the car.

Arriving home, the living room and kitchen lights were on. Papa Xu sat on the sofa reading a newspaper. Hearing the sound, he looked up and glanced at Xu You who had just entered.

“Dad.”

Xu You changed her shoes and walked a few steps closer.

Papa Xu picked up the remote control from the side and turned down the TV volume, casually asking: “Where did you go with your classmates? Out all day, and you didn’t even answer when I called you earlier.”

“I didn’t look at my phone just now. I didn’t go anywhere to play, just came back after eating.”

Papa Xu was silent for two or three seconds, put down the newspaper in his hand: “Come here, I have something to tell you.”

Xu You nodded, lacking energy as she took off her bag and walked over.

“You’ve been a bit off lately.”

She was somewhat confused.

Then she heard Papa Xu say: “Tell me honestly, are you still thinking about the physics competition?”

“……”

“No…” Xu You murmured in response.

“No?!”

Papa Xu raised his voice, somewhat agitatedly throwing a book from beside him with a sharp rebuke: “I bought you practice materials, you said you didn’t have time to do them, but what’s the result? You finished all the physics problems in your Version B 5-3 workbook. Where did you find so much time? I already told you competitions aren’t the way forward. You haven’t received any proper training, your school hasn’t organized any external training programs either. Why are you still so stubborn? Has water gotten into your brain?!”

“Look at your brother’s lesson – isn’t it enough?! Wasted year after year, still didn’t achieve anything, and he had proper training. You’re just self-studying on your own – what can you accomplish!”

“A girl’s youth isn’t so easy to waste. Look at you, last summer I agreed to let you sign up for the physics competition, right? But you were eliminated in the preliminary round. I know you had a fever then and your performance was unstable, but that’s not an excuse, you know? What if the same situation happens again in senior year? Competitions and the college entrance exam are different. Why won’t you give up… It’s almost the most important time and you’re still getting distracted with competitions. If you don’t do well on the college entrance exam because of this, are you going to repeat the year?”

“…….”

She knew her father’s expectations and worries. Unable to find words to refute, she simply remained silent. Xu You’s cousin had also studied for competitions, but ultimately failed in his final senior year, wasn’t recommended for university admission, and his college entrance exam was also affected. In the end, her cousin didn’t want to repeat the year and settled for an ordinary tier-two university.

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

Chen Xiuyun heard the commotion and came out from the kitchen. Seeing Xu You being scolded again, she panicked and quickly stepped forward, pulling Xu You behind her: “Why are you scolding the child again…”

“Ask her yourself!” Papa Xu’s anger hadn’t subsided.

Chen Xiuyun turned her gaze to Xu You who was keeping her head down.

She stood motionless in silence, not saying a word, her eyelids lowered.

“What’s going on?”

Xu You’s lips pressed tight.

“Say something. Do you want to worry your mother to death?”

Xu You opened her mouth. Just as she was about to speak, tears fell. She wiped them with the back of her hand, but still couldn’t stop them.

Seeing her like this, both adults felt their hearts soften. After a long standoff, Papa Xu’s anger diminished a bit. He sighed heavily with a weighty tone: “It’s not that Dad is forcing you. Our whole family’s hopes rest on you. Your mom and I only have you as our daughter. We worked so hard to raise you. Your academic performance is good – don’t waste it on meaningless things during such an important time period. You’ll regret it later when it’s too late…”

“Forget it, forget it. I won’t lecture you today. Go back and think about it carefully. Go wash up and sleep early tonight.”

Chen Xiuyun called after her: “Do you want to eat something? Mom made noodles.”

Xu You shook her head.

—

After showering, she leaned against the bed and spaced out for a while. Feeling too cold sitting, she simply took off her clothes and burrowed into the blankets.

The blankets weren’t warm either. She only felt her hands and feet were ice cold.

In a daze, she didn’t know why she thought of Xie Ci. After spending a long time with someone, you become too dependent and habitually miss them.

He always wore little clothing, yet his body was warm and dry, unlike herself who was cold as ice. So every time the two of them were outside, he would habitually hold her hand and put it in his pocket.

Fingers intertwined, skin warming skin. Even wearing gloves wasn’t as warm as this.

The phone’s light was bright, placed by the pillow, vibrating again and again.

This time it wasn’t a call, but text messages.

Soft ding-dong sounds, continuous, echoing in the room.

The last message was longer than all the previous ones. Xu You picked it up to look.

[Can you please answer my calls? Can you at least look at my texts?… Xu You, I’m really scared of you. How can someone treat feelings even less seriously than me, breaking up just like that…]

Reading up to here, she didn’t continue reading further.

The dim yellow bedside lamp was still on. Xu You reached out to turn it off. The room suddenly plunged into darkness.

She picked up her phone, turned over, and fumbled to dial a number.

Two beeps.

“…Fuck, Xu You, I’ve been standing downstairs at your place for two hours. You finally acknowledge me. Damn, I was just about to send you a letter ending our friendship.” His tone held both grievance and anger.

“……”

“Can you hear me talking?”

“Go ahead.”

“Come down? Come down.”

Xie Ci spoke very quickly, asking twice in a row.

Xu You didn’t make a sound.

“Your residential complex security guard is about to recognize me…”

“Xie Ci, you have a cold. Go back quickly.” She spoke, her voice very soft.

He was silent for a while, as if accepting it: “You tell me, what exactly do you want me to do? I really can’t take it anymore.”

“………”

“Are you going to break up with me?”

“No.”

“Oh…”

There was the slight sound of a lighter clicking on the other end.

Xie Ci was smoking again.

“You don’t like my friends?” he asked.

Xu You gripped her phone tightly, her hands trembling: “It’s not that. The problem between you and me isn’t this.”

“What problem? So you don’t like me then?”

He made an “oh” sound: “Let me rephrase that.”

“Don’t you look down on me and my friends? Think our grades are bad, think our lifestyle is extravagant, our interests vulgar. All day just eating, drinking, and playing around, fighting and causing trouble. That’s it, right? Anyway, that’s what you all think, right?”

Xie Ci’s voice was rarely this cold.

And fragile.

She couldn’t hold on anymore, biting her lip as tears soaked the pillow.

A long silence on the phone. So quiet there seemed to be only the whooshing sound of wind. A few minutes felt longer than several hours.

“Fine, I understand now.”

After saying this, he hung up the phone.

She didn’t sleep soundly that night. Xu You had a dream.

In the dream, she seemed to walk a very long road, her eyes full of chaotic light receding backward.

Sometimes Xie Ci walked with her, but sometimes he disappeared. She watched him walk away.

His silhouette was faint, then fainter and fainter, finally disappearing into darkness.

When she woke up, Xu You felt for her phone to check the time – four in the morning. She lay in bed, eyes looking at the ceiling, unable to fall back asleep. Getting out of bed, she pulled back the curtains to look outside.

In the night, a vast expanse of white reflected light.

It had snowed again.

In this city.

Chapter 50: School Uniform
After that night, Xie Ci didn’t come to actively seek her out again. Although neither of them mentioned breaking up, the two had fallen into a cold war.

The last bit of winter vacation slowly passed under Xu You’s pen tip. The days went by plainly and unremarkably, and before long, school started.

Wednesday.

After the second class in the morning, the opening ceremony was held. Xu Xingchun, as the grade representative, had to give a speech.

Several boys in class teased.

“The class president is probably the most good-looking grade representative in recent years. When he stands on the flag-raising platform so heroically, who knows how many underclasswomen he’ll captivate…”

“Tsk tsk tsk, someone upright-looking like Xu Xingchun is most popular with young girls.”

Xu Xingchun ignored the group of chattering boys around him. After collecting English homework from Group 2 and placing it on Xu You’s desk, he left. As the representative speaker, he needed to go to the field early to prepare.

Someone behind reminded Xu You, who was working on homework with her head down: “Class rep, the teacher wants you to collect all the homework and take it to the office.”

“Ah, okay.”

Xu You agreed and quickly solved the last problem she was working on.

She looked up at the clock hanging in the classroom and hurriedly gathered her things.

The sophomore grade office was on the third floor. Class 0’s classroom was on the second floor. Once you went out and turned the corner, there were the stairs going up and down – very convenient.

In the office, Chen Yue was grading English homework from another class.

A teacher passing by holding a cup of water leaned over to take a look: “Oh my, Teacher Chen, grading Liberal Arts Class 1’s homework?”

“Yeah, sigh… these students are really speechless.” Chen Yue shook her head and sighed while reaching for the next homework book.

“What’s wrong? Liberal arts classes have more girls. They should be obedient, right?”

“Obedient, what obedient? You don’t know – those troublemakers from Class 9 all gathered in this class. Really hard to manage.”

That teacher comforted her with a smile: “Class 0 is also under you. Be content.”

Speaking of which, Xu You announced herself and came in.

“Teacher, this is our class’s homework.” She placed a stack of homework books on Chen Yue’s desk.

Chen Yue acknowledged with a sound, then suddenly remembered something and said to Xu You: “By the way, I looked at your last exam paper. You seem to have lost quite a few points on the listening section.”

“Ah…” Xu You was stunned for a moment.

Chen Yue put down the pen in her hand and said to her: “For someone with your grades, never mind seven or eight points – even one or two points have different significance for you, because those two points are definitely hard-to-get points. You need to have higher requirements for yourself. Like on the last final exam, you were only three points behind the first in the grade. How did those three points get lost?”

“English is already a subject that easily creates score gaps, so you absolutely cannot lose points on such a simple section as listening, understand? The teacher’s requirement for you should be stable performance around 145 each time…”

“…….”

Xu You silently stood in place listening to the teacher’s instruction for a while.

“Then you go back and practice more on your own later.”

Because there was the opening ceremony coming up, Chen Yue didn’t want to keep her too long.

Xu You agreed and bowed slightly: “Then teacher, I’ll go now. Thank you, teacher.”

“—Wait a minute.”

Wang Xiadong called out to stop her from leaving.

Xu You turned around.

Wang Xiadong pointed to a wooden sign placed in the corner: “The PE committee member is on leave today, and the class president has to give the opening speech so he doesn’t have time. You take our class sign to the field and stand at the front of the line. Look at the position yourself when you get there.”

Xu You was petite, so holding this wooden sign was somewhat difficult.

In the hallway, she encountered a group of people coming toward her. Xie Ci walked in front, holding his school uniform in his hand, with several boys and girls following beside him.

She was startled and instinctively moved aside a bit.

The moment they passed each other, he stepped past without looking sideways, without stopping.

—

The opening ceremony was complicated and lengthy. Fortunately, the weather was nice with some sun, which warmed everyone up.

After the principal finished speaking, students were finally allowed to sit on the grass. The whole venue let out sighs of relief. Xu You switched positions with a girl in the second row to sit down. She hadn’t eaten breakfast this morning and had casually stuffed a piece of bread in her pocket.

Because Class 0 had few people, there were only two lines in the formation – one for boys, one for girls. Students from other classes sat nearby.

Xu You ate her bread, chewing slowly and carefully, not making a sound.

Suddenly, someone tapped her back. A girl leaned close to her ear and whispered: “A boy from the class next door, sitting right beside me, seems to have been secretly staring at you. He’s really handsome.”

Xu You turned her head and accidentally met Xie Ci’s oncoming gaze, so faint it was almost isolated by the air.

He quietly met her eyes.

Behind Class 7’s formation, Song Yifan chatted with several other boys.

“A’Ci is so tall, why did he run to sit in front? Hahaha look, he’s even holding a book. I can’t handle this.”

“…The class next to us is Class 0. What do you think?”

Someone was surprised: “But didn’t A’Ci break up with that top student girl from Class 0?”

“Which one, Shen Jiayi?”

“No, Shen Jiayi was ages ago. I’m talking about the one who used to be in A’Ci’s class, called Xu something, Xu You, right?”

The boy’s rough, hoarse voice rang out without restraint, attracting sideways glances from several people in nearby classes.

Song Yifan slapped the back of the boy’s head, exasperated: “Can you die if you’re quieter? Who said they broke up? What nonsense are you spouting? Go say that to A’Ci’s face – he’ll beat you to death.”

—

In the blink of an eye, two months passed.

No one knew who started the gossip first. That Xie Ci from sophomore year had actually, for the first time in his life, been dumped by a girl.

The news spread wider and wider until it reached the person himself.

During PE class, Xie Ci sat with Song Yifan and a few others on the ping-pong table smoking. Someone brought up this matter, laughing: “Young Master Xie, can you still make it or not? Recently everyone’s been saying…”

“—Fuck off.”

Xie Ci sat on the ping-pong table with a bland expression, clearly not wanting to joke about this with that person.

Only Song Yifan knew that his inner state was actually far from as calm as his surface appearance.

Ever since the fight with Xu You during winter vacation, almost two months had passed. Those who played with Xie Ci knew he had developed a habit. No matter where he went – to the bathroom, to play basketball, leaving school or arriving at school – he would always take a detour through the staircase in the middle of the second floor. Everyone knew why, so Song Yifan never dared to actively mention Xu You’s name in front of Xie Ci, afraid of poking his wound again.

Song Yifan kept giving that boy meaningful looks until his eyes were about to cramp. Finally, the boy realized something was wrong and shut his mouth.

Xie Ci jumped down from the table.

“—Where are you going, A’Ci?” Song Yifan shouted toward his retreating back.

Only after Xie Ci walked away without turning his head did that boy dare to speak, carefully asking: “Did I offend Brother Ci’s proud dignity?”

“No.”

Song Yifan glanced at him: “You only offended his sensitive and fragile young man’s heart.”

Xie Ci held a cigarette between his fingertips, raising his eyes to look into the distance.

After spacing out for two or three seconds, there were light footsteps beside him, stepping over leaves.

He turned his head.

Deng Ying walked out from behind a tree. She didn’t dare get too close to him, stopping a few meters away.

Seeing her face, he first spaced out for a second, then reacted and looked away without speaking.

Or rather, was too lazy to speak.

So Deng Ying took two more steps forward and said hesitantly: “Senior, are you alone?”

After a pause, she added: “Smoke less. It’s bad for your health.”

Xie Ci looked at her for a long while and asked flatly: “Why do you care what I do? Want to date me?”

“………..”

Deng Ying’s face turned red. She didn’t speak.

After holding it in for a long time, she opened her mouth: “No… I just heard from your friends that after you broke up with Senior Xu You recently, you’ve been drinking heavily until late at night. That’s too harmful to your body…”

“Who said we broke up?”

“………”

Deng Ying smiled somewhat dejectedly. She bit her lip and mustered up courage to say: “Senior, can you give me a chance?”

Before Xie Ci could speak, she quickly said: “I want to be with you and take care of you. What Senior Xu You can do, I can do too. I really don’t want to see you hurt yourself like this anymore.”

“Actually… I’ve liked you for a long time, but knowing you had a senior girlfriend, I didn’t want to disturb you. But now she doesn’t know how to cherish…”

He asked with a half-smile: “What she can do… you can do too?”

Deng Ying was startled.

“Comparing yourself to Xu You – who do you think you are?”

Xie Ci’s gaze was cold. He extinguished his cigarette and walked straight past her.

Deng Ying’s eyes turned red. She turned her back to him and said loudly: “Xie Ci, I really like you—”

Xie Ci didn’t even pause in his steps.

—

Just after leaving school, Xie Ci received a call from Zeng Qilin.

He didn’t want to answer and hung up directly. But after walking a few steps, Zeng Qilin still caught him.

“Fuck, you’re not even answering my calls now?”

Zeng Qilin put his arm around his neck. Xie Ci struggled, frowning and clicking his tongue irritably: “Don’t.”

It was afternoon dismissal time. Students were coming and going everywhere, occasionally casting measuring glances at them intentionally or unintentionally.

“Don’t go to evening self-study tonight. Come out with me for a walk.”

Zeng Qilin’s words left no room for argument.

Before they knew it, April had quietly arrived. The cold air didn’t linger long. The unique vitality of spring days mixed with warm hot winds slowly arrived. The street lights outside school lit up in a row. The daylight was thin.

Xie Ci squatted by the roadside. The street was bustling with cars and people shuttling between vehicles.

Zeng Qilin crossed his arms, leaning against a streetlight. Seeing Xie Ci starting to space out again, Zeng Qilin kicked his butt: “You can’t go on like this, you know?”

He was simply, this whole period could be seen with the naked eye, lifeless.

Before, although Xie Ci hung out with bad crowds, at least he had some teenage vitality. Now he had no life force at all.

“Song Yifan told me you got dumped?”

Hearing this, Xie Ci finally had some reaction: “Who the fuck is spreading nonsense? We haven’t broken up yet.”

“Oh ho.”

Zeng Qilin laughed in exasperation: “You’re really set on this?”

Xie Ci didn’t speak.

“I thought that with someone treating you like this, it was definitely over. Didn’t expect my bro could persist to this extent. Not easy.” Zeng Qilin half-joked.

“Bro, I really like her.”

Zeng Qilin’s smile faded. After a long while, his expression bland, he asked: “Xie Ci, are you stupid? Why be serious about a girl at this age?”

“Besides, she’s not the same type as us, you understand?”

Xie Ci and he looked at each other for a long time, motionless. Then he averted his gaze, looking elsewhere.

“Then I’ll go onto her path.”

—

A few days later, the grade began organizing basketball competitions.

During this period, except for Song Yifan, everyone else felt that since Xie Ci “broke up” with Xu You, his whole person had become weird. Not in any other way – just that every time there was some activity and they called him out to play, he was too lazy to participate. He didn’t go clubbing, had no interest in flirting with girls, didn’t skip class anymore. Even if he slept, he would sleep until after school before leaving.

Some people found it so strange they ran to ask Fu Xueli what was wrong with Xie Ci.

Fu Xueli was very calm, perfunctorily saying: “People have to grow up. Can’t stay in teenage rebellion forever.”

Everything else aside, Song Yifan felt the most excessive thing was that Xie Ci was even unenthusiastic about playing basketball.

Like right now.

Song Yifan knocked on Xie Ci’s desk: “A’Ci, going to play basketball or not? Our class has a game this afternoon.”

“Not going.” Xie Ci didn’t even bother to lift his head, turning a page of the book on his desk.

Song Yifan held back for a moment but still said: “No, can you even understand what you’re reading, Brother Ci…”

Xie Ci looked up and glanced at him: “Can you get the fuck away?”

“Ahem.” Song Yifan’s expression was meaningful as he asked again: “The game’s about to start. You’re really not going? Bro, last reminder – our class got drawn into the same group as Liberal Arts Class 1.”

Xie Ci was stunned.

“Class 0?” he asked.

Song Yifan raised an eyebrow: “Liberal. Arts. Class. One. What do you think?”

Before Xie Ci could speak, Song Yifan, seeing his expression, continued: “I heard the PE teacher dragged several girls from the science class to keep score.”

—

Basketball court.

Xie Ci, who hadn’t appeared in everyone’s sight for a long time, suddenly showed up at the basketball court. Many people didn’t react at first.

Xie Ci wore a white jersey and put on wristbands. Someone on the court blew a whistle and threw him the ball.

The girls from Liberal Arts Class 1 all got excited. Cheering screams rose and fell.

Xu You stood next to the scoreboard with another girl.

Red side was Liberal Arts 1, black side was Science 1.

Xu You’s eyes watched the group of people running on the court. The girl beside her quietly complained: “The boys in our class are so terrible…”

Xu You lowered her eyelashes, not knowing what she was thinking. Absent-mindedly, she flipped over another page of the red sign.

That girl continued: “The boys from the liberal arts class are so tall… several of them are really handsome… but they probably all have girlfriends.”

Finally, before the end-of-game whistle blew, Xie Ci made a jump shot from outside the three-point line. The basketball traced a semicircle in the air and with a swish, went right through the hoop.

The whole venue erupted in a climax. Liberal Arts 1 won with an overwhelming score.

Xie Ci was drenched in sweat, lifting the hem of his shirt to wipe it. Girls who couldn’t contain themselves rushed over, handing him water.

He didn’t take it, his eyes searching everywhere as if looking for something.

Song Yifan came over laughing and put his arm around his shoulder, grinning: “How was it, buddy? Showing off for two rounds, feels pretty good, right?”

Xu You silently finished organizing the scoring materials. After handing them to the PE teacher, she picked up her bag and left.

Xie Ci finally found that thin figure – one person walking toward the basketball court exit.

“Hey.” Xie Ci nudged Song Yifan with his elbow and said in a low voice: “Go get my school uniform for me.”

—

“—Xu You!”

Hearing the familiar voice, Xu You stopped in her tracks.

Xie Ci was still wearing black athletic shorts, his calves exposed. He ran forward two steps and grabbed her wrist, panting.

The two looked at each other wordlessly.

Xie Ci spoke first, saying: “Can we make up?”

Xu You: ……..

Seeing she had no reaction, Xie Ci paused and looked at her seriously: “Cold war is fine, but I’ll never agree to breaking up even if I die.”

Xu You said: “I didn’t want to break up.”

This time it was Xie Ci’s turn to be speechless.

He had originally prepared many things to say, but now couldn’t say a single one. An indescribable emotion spread through his chest.

Xu You stepped back two paces, looking him over. The corners of her mouth curved up slightly: “You’re wearing the school uniform…”

“Fuck.”

Xie Ci’s face turned red. Sweat from intense exercise was still running down his face. He stammered: “Does it look weird?”

His shoulder lines were smooth, his shoulders extending along the side seams of the shirt. Even the simple, style-less school uniform looked particularly good on him.

“No, very handsome.”

Xu You smiled.

She just never thought he would obediently put on the school uniform.

Chapter 51: Reward
After staring at each other for a while.

Xu You quietly asked Xie Ci what he was looking at. She tilted her head slightly upward, the line from her chin to her neck soft and slender.

He just looked at her like this, his eyes flickering. Yet it was exactly like withered wood meeting spring—sweet spring water surging forth from parched earth.

“…Can I hug you?”

After speaking, Xie Ci turned his head away and coughed unnaturally.

His voice was so low it was almost as if he hadn’t said anything at all.

Not knowing whether she had heard or not, Xu You neither agreed nor refused.

He endured for two or three seconds, but ultimately couldn’t hold back. Without waiting for Xu You’s agreement, Xie Ci walked forward two steps and directly extended both arms to pull her into his embrace.

She didn’t resist, so he held her tighter and tighter, his body tense, as if afraid Xu You would run away, looking like he wished he could embed her into his body.

Xu You stood frozen in place, her chin bumping against his shoulder, not knowing how to react.

This was a deserted corner, with tall scattered trees providing cover nearby. The wind blew past, stirring up the rustling sound of leaves.

The two were pressed close together. Xie Ci’s school uniform must have just been washed. It carried the clean fragrance of soap pods, faint yet pleasant.

Blinking, Xu You came back to her senses and calmly lowered her eyelashes. Her hands, naturally hanging at her sides, hesitantly lifted, then lowered. Finally, she slowly hugged Xie Ci back, tentatively patting his back.

“Are you alright?”

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

“Xie Ci?”

“…Don’t call me.”

There was actually a hint of grievance in his voice, hoarse: “I want to hold you a little longer.”

Xu You: …..

Xie Ci hadn’t hugged her in a long time. However long they had been cold toward each other, that’s how long it had been since he had truly felt the sensation of holding her tightly in his arms like this. He lowered his eyes, secretly looking at the top of Xu You’s head, yet afraid of being discovered. Though his heart was clearly so happy, there also seemed to be an indescribable grievance, sore and swollen. Xie Ci swallowed, asking softly, yet also like talking to himself: “The days without me clinging to you—you’ve been quite happy, haven’t you?”

This statement came out of nowhere.

Her fingertips dug into her palms.

“Xu You, it’s all my fault.” He also seemed to realize he had said the wrong thing and immediately apologized.

“…….”

“Xie Ci, what’s wrong with you?” Her voice was very soft, as if just a sigh that could dissipate at any moment.

Xie Ci buried his head in her shoulder and neck. “Nothing…”

“I won’t be angry with you anymore, and please don’t ignore me, okay…Xu You…I will get better.”

Xie Ci had deliberately been cold to her, not going to see her, thinking this way he would feel better. Having been indulged by the girls around him since childhood, he was temperamental when it came to feelings. So when he stumbled with Xu You, Xie Ci’s first reaction was to escape. On that cold winter night, the last bit of pride and self-esteem made him lose his courage and painfully hang up on Xu You’s call.

From then on, Xie Ci felt like his whole person had broken down. On countless late nights he held his phone, editing countless versions of a “breakup letter,” but in the end couldn’t send them out. He couldn’t bear to tell Xu You they should break up.

He would rather give up on himself than say those two words to her.

At school, Xie Ci had countless times wanted to encounter her by chance or do something to attract her attention.

Sometimes when they met on narrow paths, he deliberately ignored Xu You, his eyes looking at the road ahead. His heart was being squeezed by a hand—from far to near, passing by each other, yet his peripheral vision was all her.

Not knowing what psychology drove him, Xie Ci wanted to see her looking distressed and low because of him, thinking perhaps this way he could be happier. So the “chance encounters” escalated, with Xie Ci even passing by her classroom doorway several times a day, pacing back and forth. But Xu You always had that calm appearance—sometimes doing homework, sometimes sitting in her seat chatting with classmates nearby, not noticing him passing by the window at all. She would occasionally smile, and that shallow arc at the corner of her mouth seemed incredibly painful to Xie Ci, even stirring up an inexplicable anger.

Why could Xu You smile?

Why was Xu You so happy?

Didn’t she feel bad?

Did she not care at all, so that’s why she was so happy?

Why was he the only one in pain?

Human emotions are truly wonderful things. Perhaps in the previous second, you’re still stubbornly refusing to give in, not knowing who you’re competing with, tormenting yourself but just unwilling to bow your head first. But then there’s that one second when your tense heart relaxes, when that held breath releases, everything crumbles. Taking the initiative to admit fault, to apologize—it all becomes okay.

Because Xie Ci increasingly discovered that even if he gritted his teeth, he still missed Xu You so much. In this cold war she had unilaterally started, the one being tormented had actually always been just himself.

He used to think the initiative was always in his hands. Later he suddenly realized, having to face reality.

Life and death fatigue arise from greed and desire.

With few desires and non-action, body and mind are at ease.

But his heart had long since departed.

—

On the way back, Xie Ci kept making little movements. From time to time he raised his arm, using his fingertips to touch her palm, and when they made contact, his fingers would curl back.

Playing by himself with endless enjoyment.

Xu You felt ticklish and couldn’t help but move a bit away from him. “Xie Ci, what are you doing?”

“Tsk, so unromantic.” He huffed.

The teaching building for second-year students was not far away. The basketball game had just ended, almost time for afternoon dinner.

Xie Ci walked with both hands in his pockets, swaying leisurely behind Xu You, maintaining a moderate distance, his gaze always following her back. He had just finished playing basketball, his messy black short hair slightly damp with sweat. The blue and white school uniform jacket he wore had its zipper undone, just hanging open. Xie Ci had good skin, a fair and clean face, and was tall—very popular with girls his age.

Occasionally when they met groups of two or three girls coming toward them, arms linked and whispering, they couldn’t help but look him over.

The two had just reconciled. Walking down the road with Xie Ci wearing their alternative “couple outfit,” and being stared at so openly along the way, Xu You couldn’t help but feel a bit self-conscious, which made him swell with pride.

Xie Ci extremely smoothly draped his arm over Xu You’s shoulder, leaning close to her ear, asking in a seemingly casual manner: “Having such a handsome boyfriend like me, you must be so happy, right?”

“……”

Xu You pulled down his hand, eyes looking at the road. “Just walk properly.”

“I’ve never seen anyone as wasteful as you.” He muttered under his breath.

She heard it and looked up at him. “What’s wrong with me?”

“What do you think?”

Xie Ci frowned, his expression very serious. “I’m so good-looking, yet you won’t even look at me properly. Wasting such a handsome face—you’re really getting a bargain.”

“…….”

Xu You was amused by his nonsense and laughed. “First time I’ve seen someone as shameless as you.”

“Thicker than a curved city wall.”

As she finished speaking, she couldn’t help but laugh again.

She had wanted to say this to Xie Ci before, but back when they weren’t familiar, Xu You only dared to complain internally.

Now…

“Xu You, you’re done for, daring to scold me.” Xie Ci wrapped his arm around her neck, forcing her to lean toward him.

Xu You was pulled and stumbled, afraid of people seeing, she struggled a bit and patted his hand. “You’re so annoying, Xie Ci, let me go.”

“First say whether I’m handsome or not. Say it and I’ll let you go.”

“Not handsome, why are you so narcissistic…”

Xie Ci persisted relentlessly, laughing roguishly. “How is it narcissistic? Clearly so handsome—stop deceiving yourself, okay?”

They had only just reconciled, and his rogue nature already showed signs of reviving. Xu You really didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, feeling that Xie Ci’s temperament was really like a child’s—hot and cold, needing to be coaxed.

But actually, Xie Ci wasn’t really narcissistic.

Xu You, having arrived late, didn’t know that someone had once posted on No. 1 High School’s forum a thread titled “Those Boys Who Made Us Go Crazy Over the Years,” which catalogued handsome guys from first to third year. It was later pinned by the moderator, stayed popular for a while, and was even crawled and reposted by other schools. However, this wasn’t a school heartthrob voting thread, but purely a fan service thread. So whenever the original poster introduced someone and attached a photo, below would be friends piling on with private photos.

Xie Ci, as No. 1 High’s famous school bully who was also handsome, was nominated by the original poster at the time. When a side profile photo was posted, it even caused a small explosion on the forum. After all, most people in the school had only heard his name but never seen him.

There was a passage the original poster wrote for him:

“I think everyone must be familiar with this one, heard he’s also a big shot.

First-year Class 9’s Xie Ci. His photos are really hard to find, but this underclassman has a great look. I’ve always wanted to meet him. Actually I’d seen him before, and at first glance couldn’t help but exclaim—this boy is so fair, even fairer than girls.

But I heard he really likes to play basketball, so his physique is super good!!

Actually many girls should have discussed him already, so I won’t say more…”

Then below this post, there were quite a few seeking contact information and asking for full-face photos, with reply counts reaching several hundred:

【OP, post more, not enough to see.】

【My Brother Ci appears…】

【Any others?】

【Just asking if there are other photos, if not we’ll post them ourselves】

【People above please post photos】

【Post photos +1】

【Tsk tsk! Xie Ci was my middle school senior, haven’t seen him in so long, wonder if he’s even more handsome than in middle school~~~~】

【So great (admiring)】

【OP, you’ve really racked up the experience points this time.】

【This damn well deserves an upvote ahhhhhhh, asking if this super handsome guy has a girlfriend!!!】

【Amazing amazing, everyone below chant the slogan: Whether No. 1 High is chaotic or not, Brother Ci has the final say!!!】

【This thread is so much better than that crappy school heartthrob thread next door…】

So the group of fair-weather friends who played well with Xie Ci, without hesitation, contributed all the private photos they had.

There were photos of Xie Ci in just shorts at a hotel, drinking with people at KTV, playing basketball…even a photo of him smoking in the men’s restroom was exposed.

Because of this thread, for a while he really could be recognized walking down the street. It annoyed Xie Ci for quite some time.

—

Song Yifan and the others personally witnessed Xie Ci clinging to Xu You, sending her back to class.

Xu Xiaocheng guessed the two had probably reconciled, and putting his arm around Song Yifan’s shoulders, sighed, “Look at Ah Ci like that, all lovey-dovey again.”

Song Yifan also sighed. “Pretty good, but I really didn’t expect they could reconcile. First time seeing this—a girl who can handle Xie Ci so obediently. Can’t help but be convinced…”

Over the next few days, people in class clearly felt that the oppressive atmosphere surrounding Xie Ci had inexplicably dissipated.

Even the teachers found it strange.

In a few days would be another monthly exam. The liberal arts class teachers distributed a stack of materials, and classes were basically spent memorizing or self-studying. Song Yifan and his group weren’t the type to sit still—they had prepared several activities and seeing Xie Ci finally back to normal, planned to invite him out that afternoon to have fun and liven things up.

Who knew Xie Ci wouldn’t pay any attention at all.

“Are you going or not?”

Song Yifan had been excitedly calling him, but when he kept not responding, couldn’t help getting anxious. He pressed down on the test paper Xie Ci was looking at. “Studied yourself stupid?”

“Annoying or what?” Xie Ci batted his hand away, not even bothering to lift his eyes. “What are you calling me for?”

“To play pool, we haven’t gone out in so long…”

“Not going.”

Before he finished speaking, Xie Ci rejected him outright.

Then Song Yifan suggested several more places to go play, all uniformly rejected by Xie Ci.

Song Yifan was at a loss for words, getting angry inside. “Hey! I’m telling you…”

“Can you stop yapping?” Xie Ci seemed like he was rooted to his chair, not budging an inch, with several books spread on the desk in front of him. “Go play by yourself, don’t look for me, I’m busy.”

Xu Xiaocheng had been reading a gaming newspaper. He shivered with goosebumps all over and turned his head. “Don’t tell me you’re planning to study.”

Song Yifan persisted relentlessly: “Then tell me what you’re doing, are you handling important state affairs? Besides, Xu You has class so you can’t find her anyway.”

“Screw off.”

“I won’t screw off. You answer me first. I can’t let my brother get his thoughts poisoned by textbooks and become a pedantic bookworm.”

Xie Ci glanced at him coolly and said: “Can you have some ambition, Song Yifan? The monthly exam is coming up soon. What are you babbling about? Don’t disturb me while I’m studying.”

“………”

People nearby couldn’t help but snort.

Song Yifan mustered his courage and couldn’t help retorting: “Studying?!! Not that I’m saying anything, buddy, but what are you hoping for? Can you even understand it? Can you not force yourself? You’re not seriously planning to suddenly leap up and catch up to Xu You, are you? Can we stop dreaming?!!”

“Fuck you, screw off!” Xie Ci flew into a rage from embarrassment, grabbed a book and threw it at Song Yifan’s forehead, and kicked him for good measure. “Are you asking for it?”

“Hahahahaha, shit, my bad my bad, don’t hit me.”

The teacher’s angry voice came from the podium, slamming the desk. “Song Yifan!! Pay attention to classroom discipline!! Why are you out of your seat again? Hurry back to your seat!”

A girl in front heard the sound and turned around.

She only saw Song Yifan awkwardly half-squatting on the floor in the aisle, while Xie Ci beside him had his hand propping up his head, looking completely uninvolved.

—

The grade’s basketball tournament lasted a week before ending, with the championship ultimately going to Liberal Arts Class 1. Xie Ci played in all the later games. Perhaps because Xu You promised to come watch and help him hold his clothes, he played each game especially energetically. His positioning was extremely flashy.

Xu You called out “Xie Ci, add oil!” but it was quickly drowned out by the crowd’s screaming. Her eyes watched the white figure constantly running on the court, and the corners of her mouth couldn’t help but lift into a small arc.

The two girls who came with Xu You were from Class Zero. Yu Yi covered her ears, saying with lingering fear: “Too scary how these girls are screaming, so crazy. But why did so many come? It’s definitely more than just two classes…”

Tong Dong said helplessly: “Obviously they all came to see handsome guys, joining in the excitement. What else…”

Class Zero happened to have PE this period, so a few people came to watch for a bit.

“Xu You, when should we leave? We still have a chemistry quiz tonight.” Yu Yi tugged on Xu You’s arm.

“Huh?” She came back to her senses and turned her face. “I’ll leave when class ends. I’ll watch a bit more. You guys go back first.”

“Never mind, it’s fine. We’ll keep you company.”

The two were talking when suddenly the people around erupted in commotion. Eyes from all directions looked this way, the whole venue was stirring.

Yu Yi’s words were interrupted. Her head reflexively lifted. She immediately saw the boy wearing a white jersey on the court. The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile as he ran, his index and middle fingers pressed together touching his temple, then flicking in their direction, as if remotely signaling to someone.

This gesture made the entire basketball court ring with screams.

“—Wahhhhhhhhh.”

The girl standing next to Xu You’s face flushed red, clutching her friend’s hand, repeating softly: “Xie Ci just waved in our direction, right? Oh my god, I’m going to faint…so handsome, so handsome!!!”

Song Yifan ran past Xie Ci and noticed his eyes were still looking in a certain direction. He couldn’t help but jump up and bump his shoulder. “Alright alright, your eyeballs are about to fall out. You’re the most handsome in the whole venue! Stop looking at your girlfriend and look at the ball, boss!”

The basketball whooshed through the air, thrown over by a teammate.

Xie Ci jumped in place, controlling the ball with one hand, laughing. “Mind your own business, screw off.”

—

When evening self-study ended, Xu You organized the scratch paper on her desk and handed the chemistry quiz to the group leader.

The test just now was somewhat difficult, making her work up a forehead full of sweat. Feeling hot, Xu You was just wearing a simple white short-sleeved shirt. She quickly tidied up her things, just about to pick up her bag and leave.

Shen Yang nearby came over with paper and pen. “Hey, Xu You, let me ask you about a question from just now.”

“From the chemistry exam?” Xu You paused her movements.

Shen Yang nodded.

She slung her bag over her shoulder, saying apologetically: “Sorry, I’m in a rush to get home today. The teacher should go over it in class tomorrow, you can listen then…”

“Oh…okay then.” Shen Yang pressed her lips together. “Goodbye, be careful going home.”

Xu You hummed in acknowledgment.

Going down from upstairs, the voice-activated lights were broken, the stairwell very dark, pitch black and hard to see clearly. Right now was the peak period for class dismissal crowds. Xu You was squeezed by people beside her, feeling like she could barely breathe.

Gripping the handrail, she finally made it down to the first floor.

At the corner at the end of the corridor.

Xie Ci leaned against the wall, waiting boredly for Xu You to get out of class.

Finally seeing Xu You walk past, his eyes lit up. In two or three steps he caught up, grabbed her arm in one motion. “Damn, didn’t you see me?”

“Huh?”

Xu You stopped walking, squinting. “It’s too dark, I can’t see clearly.”

On the way home.

Passing an intersection, beside it was an ancient, enormous plane tree with dense branches and leaves. Nearby a streetlamp cast down dim yellow light.

Feeling uncomfortable being stared at by the person beside her, Xu You stopped walking and said to Xie Ci: “You should head home. Don’t stay out too late.”

“It’s only what time.”

“……”

Xie Ci said: “I’ve been seriously studying these past few days.”

“Really?” Xu You pressed her lips together, saying from the heart: “That’s good. Did you understand it?”

“No.”

“…….”

After a long while, Xu You couldn’t help but laugh. She turned her head back to look at him, examining Xie Ci’s expression, earnestly consoling: “It’s okay…take it slowly.”

“I studied hard, isn’t there some kind of reward…”

“What kind of reward do you want?”

Xie Ci didn’t respond, his gaze pausing for a moment.

But his eyes became somewhat…

Somewhat…

Xu You sensed something was wrong, pulled out her hand that he was holding, and quickened her pace forward.

“—Hey, wait.”

Xie Ci called from behind, quickly stepping forward to block her path. Then he pulled her into the deep, dark alley beside them…

“What are you doing?” Xu You, wearing her backpack, was pressed against the wall behind her.

Her head was forced to tilt up.

Xie Ci extended one hand to hold her head in place, the other hand braced against the wall, bending down to kiss her deeply.

“Let me kiss you.”

“I missed you so much…” he murmured lowly between lips and teeth.

Kissing and licking still wasn’t enough—he couldn’t help but gently bite her lips with his teeth.

After a long entanglement, he tilted his head back, pulling away slightly to catch his breath.

Xu You stood on tiptoe, put her arms around Xie Ci’s neck, and gently pecked his cheek.

Xie Ci was caught off guard, his head exploding like fireworks.

“Your reward. Now hurry home.” She said softly in his ear.

Chapter 52: What’s Your Score?
Xie Ci stood dazed. After a pause, he lowered his head to look at Xu You again.

One of her hands slid down, inserting between his ten fingers, clasping tightly.

“Are you in a daze?”

Xu You held his hand, preparing to walk out of the small alley, just taking a step.

“Wait…” Xie Ci came back to his senses, his figure moving slightly as he pulled Xu You back. He forced himself to appear calm, but the words came out stuttering, “You—I—you…”

“What?”

“It’s just…” Xie Ci dazedly raised his hand, touching the cheek she had kissed. “Why did you only kiss one side? It feels completely asymmetrical.”

“…Pfft.”

Xu You found his foolish appearance really cute. For the first time ever, the thought of teasing him arose in her heart. The smile at the corners of her lips deepened unconsciously. She released his hand and said softly: “Okay then, lean over a bit.”

Xie Ci immediately bent down and closed his eyes. His eyelashes trembled slightly as he obediently waited.

After a few seconds, there was still no response.

Just as he was growing somewhat impatient, his nose caught a familiar, light floral scent. His right cheek was gently touched by a warm, moist pair of lips.

His heart thumped wildly in his chest.

Even the color of darkness was sweet.

Xu You smiled, stepping back two paces. “Xie Ci, goodbye.”

Xie Ci opened his eyes a crack. By the time he fully came to his senses, Xu You had long since disappeared from sight. On the way back, his brain felt dizzy, his soul practically lost. He got turned around several times.

Returning home, Xie Ci hummed a tune, casually tossing his keys aside.

The living room light was on.

His movements paused. He changed his shoes and walked in quickly, seeing Zeng Qilin sprawled across the sofa, hand propping up his head as he watched TV.

A soccer match was playing on the television. Xie Ci bent down, casually grabbed a cold bottle of mineral water, unscrewed the cap, and tilted his head back to pour it into his mouth.

“What are you doing at my place?” he asked idly.

Zeng Qilin glanced at him. “I can’t come?”

“………”

“Tch.”

Seeing his smug appearance, Zeng Qilin scoffed and asked leisurely: “What’s up, won your girlfriend back?”

“Yeah.”

Xie Ci sat down on the sofa, stretching his two long legs straight out and lazily propping them on the low stool, his feet even swaying.

“Tsk tsk, before you were half-dead, I even thought you were planning to die for love.” Zeng Qilin spoke mockingly.

However, Xie Ci didn’t respond. The corners of his mouth held a slight smile, his eyes lowered, not knowing what he was thinking about.

“By the way…”

Zeng Qilin remembered something important. “Before, weren’t you mixed up with someone called Fu Yishun…”

Hearing this name, Xie Ci’s brow furrowed. “What about it?”

“Do you know him?”

“Of course I know him. He wanted to mess with me before, so later I had people deal with him.”

“And then?”

Xie Ci answered carelessly, “Then he dropped out of school.”

“But why are you suddenly bringing him up?”

“Heh.”

Zeng Qilin lit a cigarette, squinting as he took a drag. “He transferred to No. 2 High School and even recognized an older brother.”

……

—

Days at school always passed monotonously and tediously.

Song Yifan felt uncomfortable seeing Xie Ci’s spirited studying appearance. He didn’t know where this sudden strong ambition had come from.

Someone teased: “Ah Ci is really turning over a new leaf.”

However, Song Yifan thought Xie Ci’s illness probably hadn’t recovered yet. Unable to reason with him, he could only give up. The group thought to themselves, let’s just see what he can achieve through studying.

Which of them didn’t know Xie Ci’s temperament? Where would he have the patience to be a good student? Sitting in the classroom chewing on textbooks—this was nothing but a passing enthusiasm. Probably in a few days he wouldn’t be able to persist.

The first period in the morning was English class. Liberal Arts Class 1 looked like a field of fallen crops—everyone drowsy. A few boys got up to use the restroom.

Chen Yue was reading texts at the podium. Her teaching pace was slow, and she liked to interject irrelevant small talk midway, so most people inevitably let their minds wander.

Xu Xiaocheng was engrossed in reading a magazine with his head lowered, immersed in the colorful pages, unable to extricate himself.

The book was openly laid across his desk.

Someone behind pushed his back with their hand, calling softly: “Brother Cheng, Brother Cheng…”

“What!” Xu Xiaocheng grew impatient, slapping his hand on the desk, turning his head. “Are you summoning souls?”

The male classmate behind him lowered his head without speaking, looking like he was holding back laughter. Just as Xu Xiaocheng realized something was wrong, from the corner of his eye he saw a dark shadow stop beside him.

Chen Yue confiscated his basketball magazine. Xu Xiaocheng stood at his seat, listening to her scold him for probably five minutes.

“Look at the countdown board below—58 days left! Only 58 days until the college entrance exam. What does this mean? It means you’re about to enter your third year. How can you have no sense of urgency? Still reading these idle books in class. You all have the same teacher. Tell me, why is there such a big difference between you and others? Like when I teach in Class Zero, they…”

“Sigh… here she goes again. Middle-aged woman, why is she so naggy…” Song Yifan sighed.

His deskmate glanced at him. “More like menopause.”

“………”

“Oh…”

Song Yifan said casually, “Just kidding around. You know I’m uncultured…”

Chen Yue put down the book in her hands. “Among all the second-year classes, I haven’t seen any more unruly than yours. Really don’t know where you get all this time. The class representative from my other class—you should all have heard of her, right? That girl who always ranks in the top few of the grade. She listens carefully in every class, and even after class she doesn’t relax. You already have a big gap compared to those with good grades, yet you still don’t work hard…”

While Chen Yue was getting into her lecture, the class below had long since devolved into chaos, with sounds of jeering and sighing. As soon as this name was mentioned, a circle of people’s eyes inadvertently turned toward Xie Ci’s direction in a salute of attention.

“Hey, Brother Ci.” Song Yifan called him from behind, his tone slightly sour: “Tsk tsk, hearing the teacher praise your girlfriend—does it give you a kind of spontaneous sense of pride? Especially happy?”

Xie Ci couldn’t be bothered with him.

Song Yifan’s deskmate lowered his voice to ask: “Do you think if the English teacher found out her prize student got picked up by Xie Ci, would she faint on the spot?”

“I think it would probably make the teacher question her entire life.” Song Yifan shook his head, looking over seriously.

“Right.”

“And also… the two of them really don’t match.” His deskmate sighed, afraid of being heard by Xie Ci, lowering his voice further. “I feel that Class Zero girl—with those grades she could easily get into Tsinghua or Peking University. Once they leave school, the gap between them will appear, in terms of social circles and such…”

These words falling into Song Yifan’s ears made him a bit unhappy. He said flatly: “You’re overthinking it.”

“What?”

“Xie Ci and Xu You being together is quite good.”

Song Yifan had always been protective since childhood, unable to stand others saying anything bad about his brothers.

Then he added nonchalantly, “Besides, when we joke around normally, you shouldn’t take it seriously. Xie Ci’s family has plenty of money. Even if he doesn’t study, after graduation he’ll do better than anyone.”

—

Before the exam, Xie Ci’s group were still brothers in adversity, assigned to the multimedia classroom.

Usually monthly exams for them were just calmly passed through, rarely even bringing pens, causing no ripples.

But this time…

Li Jieyi sat next to Xie Ci and couldn’t help asking: “Brother Ci, rumor has it your knowledge has improved recently. Pass me some notes later, yeah?”

Xie Ci stared straight ahead, snorting coldly. “Screw off.”

“Damn.” Li Jieyi cursed at him. “Xie Ci, are you fucking showing brotherhood or not?”

“What are you anyway?” Xie Ci glanced at him sideways.

When the papers were distributed, Xie Ci straightened his scratch paper and buried his head in earnest work. To others, he appeared completely absorbed, calculating problem after problem.

Song Yifan sat just in front of him and to the side, glancing in Xie Ci’s direction from time to time. He was secretly shocked… Looking at Xie Ci’s posture, could he really be planning a comeback…

To others’ probing gazes, Xie Ci felt nothing at all, his brow furrowing and relaxing, completely focused.

In the end, even the invigilating teacher couldn’t help but look at him several times. As the grade’s famous delinquent student, studying so obediently was simply incredible.

Usually their group would hand in papers and leave after half an hour. But now Xie Ci wasn’t leaving, so the rest were waiting for him.

When the bell rang to collect papers, people from the first row got up to collect answer sheets.

When they got to Xie Ci, he was quite unwilling to hand it over, staring heavily at the person collecting, scaring them until cold sweat broke out on their forehead.

“Damn, Xie Ci, are you leaving or not?”

Song Yifan had long since left the exam room. Because Xie Ci hadn’t come out yet, he waited outside forever, so anxious he wanted to stick his head in and call him.

As soon as Xie Ci emerged, Song Yifan followed, chattering: “What were you writing for so long? Reviewing imperial memorials?!”

As he babbled on, he paused, noticing Xie Ci had furrowed brows and a solemn expression.

Song Yifan asked cautiously: “You’re not going to discuss exam questions with me, right? Let me tell you, I can’t handle that… you need to find someone else.”

“What are you yapping about? I’m not an idiot.” Xie Ci glanced at him impatiently.

“…” So Song Yifan sensibly shut up.

A few days later, the monthly exam results came out.

Xu Xiaocheng’s group all had an uncertain feeling. During break when they gathered together to smoke, someone said: “Looking at Young Master Xie these past few days… we won’t actually see him on the rankings board, will we?”

Immediately someone choked on their smoke, coughing twice. “Don’t—don’t—please don’t, I can’t handle that shock!”

“Brothers, if Ah Ci makes the rankings, that would be ‘Moving China,’ right?”

“Hahahahahaha.”

“We’ll have to mock him then.”

Several people discussed it.

Song Yifan on the side had been quiet the whole time, not participating in the discussion.

Back in the classroom, the math teacher distributed exam papers to the class. A swarm of people rushed up, scrambling to hand them out.

Song Yifan returned to his seat, carelessly picking up his test paper to glance at the score.

32 points.

Not bad.

Anyway, he never cared about these things—didn’t feel anything. Song Yifan turned to look at Xie Ci. “Ah Ci, what did you get?”

Xie Ci’s paper was folded up. His expression was bland, not answering, instead asking back: “What did you get?”

“Hahahaha, holy shit.”

In this lifetime, the two of them were actually discussing grades. Song Yifan felt deeply moved internally, shaking his head. “I got 32 points, guessed a few multiple choice questions right.”

Then he saw Xie Ci’s expression become somewhat indescribable.

“What?”

Song Yifan frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re fucking looking down on me now?”

“A little, so hurry up and screw off.”

Song Yifan looked down at him for a few seconds, then taking advantage of his momentary inattention, snatched his answer sheet in one motion and looked closely—

“Are you looking for death?!” Xie Ci immediately stood up, trying to quickly snatch back his paper, his face looking terrible.

“12 points?” Song Yifan was stunned.

Xie Ci said irritably: “Give it back, fucking screw off!”

“That shouldn’t be right! My Ci!” Song Yifan held back from laughing, but also felt confused. “I saw you writing so seriously. How did you only get this many points hahahaha, less than me?!”

Xie Ci said nothing.

Song Yifan was puzzled. “Wait, did the teacher grade it wrong, or were you just scribbling randomly?”

Xie Ci said with a straight face, seriously: “I fucking calculated each problem by hand. I even used up all the scratch paper, damn it.”

“This…”

Compared to Song Yifan, Xie Ci was even more confused. “How did you get 32 points? Did you cheat?” He had even studied, and Song Yifan, this bastard, didn’t even bring a pen before the exam and had to borrow from him. How could he score higher?

“Hahahaha.” Song Yifan coughed. “Honestly, I just randomly did it, relied entirely on guessing.”

“How did you guess?”

“Calculated with my fingers. Pretty cool, right?”

“……”

Song Yifan was especially obnoxious. “Not gonna lie, haha, I even fucking threw dice to verify my answers. Felt pretty effective.”

“…Damn.”

Xie Ci wanted to kick him, irritably picking up the answer sheet and crumpling it into a ball.

Annoying just looking at it.

“Ayo.” Song Yifan patted his shoulder, consoling: “What’s that saying? If fate doesn’t grant it, don’t force it… We’re not cut out for studying. Accept your fate!”

“No no no.”

Xu Xiaocheng behind them had watched the whole show, laughing so hard he could barely speak. “Why give up so easily? Brother Ci, don’t be afraid. We need to let heaven know we don’t give up!”

“……”

Who knows who told Xu You about this.

Early Saturday morning, while Xie Ci was still sleeping in bed, the phone on his nightstand rang.

He was sleeping groggily, closed his eyes and rolled over, answering without even looking at the caller ID.

“Xie Ci… are you awake?”

As soon as that familiar voice sounded, Xie Ci’s spirits instantly awakened. He opened his eyes, suddenly sat up from the bed, took the phone from his ear, looked at it twice, then put it back. “Xu You?!”

“It’s me.”

He cleared his throat, lowering his head, hand clutching the blanket, saying unnaturally: “You…”

“Do you have time today?”

Xu You’s side paused. Her voice was very soft, a bit gentle. “I’m going to the library today. Want to come together?”

“……”

“…Xie Ci, do you not have time…”

“I do I do I do I do!” Xie Ci threw off the blanket and got out of bed, randomly grabbed a pair of pants and hopped into them. “I have time, I have time!!! Where, where? Should I come find you or what?”

“Slow down, don’t bump into anything.”

Xu You was packing books on her end. Hearing the clattering sounds from the phone, the corners of her mouth curved into a small arc. “You have a library there, right? I don’t know where it is either. Let’s go look together later…”

“Okay okay!” Xie Ci’s voice was incredibly happy.

Xu You couldn’t help but smile too. “Remember to bring your math exam paper too.”

“……..”

Chapter 53: Library
The neighboring city had several large free libraries.

The first floor of South Library was the reading room, with a self-study area on the second floor. There weren’t many people—just a few scattered tables occupied. They casually found a spot in the corner, and Xu You unloaded her backpack onto the table.

“So where do I sit?” Xie Ci leaned to one side, arms crossed over his chest. “I want to sit next to you, don’t want to sit across from you.”

Xu You glanced at him.

She would need to teach him how to solve problems later, so having them sit close together would probably be more convenient. After considering for a moment, she said softly: “Pull a stool over next to me. Keep the noise down.”

Beside them was a floor-to-ceiling glass window. The curtain was pulled to one side, a beam of sunlight projecting onto the floor, casting a patch of shadow.

Xu You pulled a pen from her pencil case. She lowered her head and held out her palm toward Xie Ci beside her. “Where’s the math test paper and answer sheet?”

For a long time, he didn’t respond.

Xu You turned her head in confusion and saw a certain someone’s expression was very hesitant.

“Hurry up.” She urged.

“I…” From the pocket of his jacket, Xie Ci pulled out a crumpled piece of paper…

“…How did it get like this?”

Xu You didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She took the paper and patiently smoothed out the wrinkles with her palm.

When unfolded, the bright red score in the upper left corner appeared conspicuously. Both of them fell silent. This was the first time Xu You was somewhat at a loss for words.

“How did you score…42 points?” She asked tentatively, also afraid her tone was too harsh.

Xie Ci still spoke stubbornly: “Anyway…I’m higher than Song Yifan. He only got 32 points.”

“…….”

Xu You shook her head and flipped through Xie Ci’s answer sheet, looking at some of the problems he got right. Her mental math was strong to begin with. Glancing over several problems, she immediately discovered that Xie Ci didn’t actually have that many points.

Actually, the number 1 changed to 4 in the title section was very stiff—easy to see through. Xu You was afraid of hurting his self-esteem, so she pretended not to notice. But in her heart, she found it funny. She wasn’t his parent—this childish behavior of changing scores was really like an elementary school student…

She suppressed the smile at the corners of her mouth, clicked the ballpoint pen, and pulled out a white piece of scratch paper from the side.

Xie Ci propped up his cheek with one hand.

“Don’t space out. You take a pen too. I’ll explain to you, then you calculate, and take notes while you’re at it.” Xu You’s expression became serious again.

“Got it, Teacher Xu.” He responded lazily.

She knew Xie Ci’s foundation was poor, so she directly gave up on several of the more profound problems, specifically picking the basic ones to explain to him.

“This problem.” The pen tip tapped, Xu You’s voice clear, slow and gentle, her eyes looking at Xie Ci. “If the line ax+2y=20 is parallel to the line 3x+y=20, then what is the value of coefficient a…”

“This is just a simple proportional method. Even middle school students can do it. I’ll tell you the method, you calculate yourself…”

Xu You had tutored children before, so she had good patience and explained problems in detail.

Although Xie Ci didn’t understand a lot, his attitude was still proper. Xu You specifically instructed him to bring his math book. Every time she reached a knowledge point, she would have him flip it out and take good notes. Originally she had him write it himself, but Xie Ci’s handwriting was wild and flamboyant, big and ugly, illegible in the book. Xu You, helpless, took a blue gel pen and personally helped him take notes. He was just responsible for leaning over to watch, grinning foolishly.

“This problem, trigonometric functions. Read the problem yourself once.”

“Oh…given function f(x)=4…uh, tan x.” Xie Ci didn’t know how to pronounce “tan,” so he just substituted it with pinyin directly.

Xu You was both exasperated and couldn’t help laughing. She tapped his head with her pen. “You can’t even read this? What are you doing in class?”

“…..”

By the end of the problems, Xie Ci’s answer sheet was already filled with dense process steps.

Xu You put the math test paper aside, picked up her water cup and got up from her seat, instructing: “You look over what I explained to you first. I’m going to get some water.”

When she returned, Xie Ci was lying on the table, seemingly absorbed in scribbling something.

Xu You pulled out her chair and sat down beside him, leaning over to take a look. He wasn’t calculating problems but had drawn a bunch of circles and crosses on the scratch paper—inexplicable symbols.

“I want to give this to you.” Xie Ci pushed the paper over.

Xu You didn’t quite understand what it meant, pointing at those O’s and X’s: “What is this?”

“Come find me tonight and I’ll tell you.”

Xie Ci twirled his pen while propping up his head, eyes lowered, smiling wickedly. Perhaps because he was too flirtatious, Xu You realized something in a flash.

“Xie Ci, why are you so improper!”

Xu You’s cheeks flushed red as she lightly scolded. Then she turned her eyes away, no longer looking at him.

“Tsk.” Xie Ci dropped the pen in his hand and leaned closer.

Xu You moved away a bit, turning her body.

He persisted relentlessly, moving even closer, softly pleading: “Wifey, don’t be angry.”

“Wife?”

“Xu You?”

“Wife, wife…wifey…” Xie Ci seemed addicted to calling her, chanting like a sutra.

“Are you annoying or what!” Xu You suddenly turned around, startling Xie Ci.

“Wh—what…”

Xu You reached out through gritted teeth.

Her hand was warm and dry. Xie Ci was caught off guard as she pinched his cheeks, not reacting immediately.

He hadn’t known until touching it—Xie Ci’s face was so soft that Xu You involuntarily pulled it outward with her fingers.

“Can you not disturb me, you annoying pest.” She scolded him.

Xie Ci smiled shamelessly.

After playing for a while, Xu You stopped fooling around with him and sat up straight. “I need to study now.”

She arranged her papers properly. Xie Ci’s phone just then started vibrating.

He glanced at the caller ID, frowning, pushed back his chair and stood up to take the call at a distance.

After a while, Xie Ci returned. He looked hurried, as if something urgent had come up.

Xu You’s eyes looked at him. “What happened?”

“Did you bring your phone?” Xie Ci asked.

Xu You shook her head.

“I have something to deal with right now and need to leave first. I can’t walk you home. When you get back, send me a message on your phone.” He grabbed his jacket, already on the phone with someone else. Without waiting for Xu You to say anything, he ran off without a trace.

Xu You’s mind was full of Xie Ci’s anxious appearance when he left. She was a bit worried and couldn’t study anymore either. She hastily packed up her things and went home, preparing to call Xie Ci.

Somehow, her heart kept feeling uneasy.

When she got home, Chen Xiuyun was sitting quietly on the sofa, seemingly thinking about something.

Xu You was in a hurry to get to her room and didn’t notice her expression, casually saying: “Mom, I’m home.”

“So early? Didn’t you go to the library?”

“Yeah…I forgot some materials at home.”

Xu You replied, changed her shoes, and without even taking off her bag, ran back to her room in quick steps.

She clearly remembered putting her phone under her pillow. She looked twice and still couldn’t find it. She knelt down, searching everywhere, her forehead breaking out in anxious sweat.

“Xu You, what are you looking for?” Chen Xiuyun’s voice came from behind.

Xu You’s movements paused as she turned her head. She saw what Chen Xiuyun was holding in her hand.

Her heart sank.

“—Thud.”

The phone was thrown to the ground by Chen Xiuyun, slowly rolling to Xu You’s side and stopping.

She knelt on the ground, head lowered.

“Mom…”

“Don’t call me that yet. Tell me, who is the person in your phone?”

“Texting you every day, what does he call you?”

“Speak! Don’t stay silent. Xu You, are you trying to worry your mother to death?”

“…….”

“I felt sorry for you, seeing you staying up so late, thinking you were studying. And what’s the result? Who exactly are you talking on the phone with so late every night? Do you think your dad and I are both idiots?”

Xu You’s eyes immediately reddened.

Chen Xiuyun took a deep breath, seeming a bit dizzy, sitting on the bed unable to support herself. She had always had low blood pressure—whenever her emotions fluctuated greatly, her face would turn pale.

“Mom, please don’t be angry.” Xu You felt increasingly guilty, biting her lip. “Don’t be angry…”

“I’ve always trusted you, never went through your phone…but you? How have you repaid my trust? Do you know what dating means for you right now?” Chen Xiuyun became more agitated as she spoke. The words “dating” coming out sounded particularly alarming, somewhat shocking. But Xu You was powerless to refute, unable to say a single word.

“Your dad and I have been enduring all this time because of you. It’s not like you don’t know…For your sake…” At this point, Chen Xiuyun choked up, pointing at her nose. “Why are you so foolish? What time is this? You still have the mind to date? What gives you the right?! Do you know that if you don’t do well on the exam, your dad and I can’t support you either? When you enter society later, what will you use to compete with others?!”

Chen Xiuyun looked at Xu You kneeling in place, eyes cast down, motionless. The anger and helpless bitterness in her heart intertwined, finally turning into a long sigh.

“You’re still young, not realizing that without education, without ability, you can’t make it. Do you know why your dad and I all these years…Let me be honest with you. Back then, your dad had no ability, married into our Chen family home. Which of your aunts and uncles looked up to him?! Why?! All because he had no ability! Why do you think we always argue?! Look at your dad—is he happy? Look at me—am I happy? You’re only in high school, yet you don’t cherish the opportunities you have. Without ability in the future, relying on men, once you enter their family’s door, do you know how much humiliation you’ll have to endure? Do you know how many cold looks you’ll have to take…”

“In this world, many things you can’t control, but many things you can grasp. Why don’t you cherish them…”

“Mom, I know…”

Xu You held back from crying. She looked directly at Chen Xiuyun, clenching her fists. “I know what I’m doing.”

“What are you doing?”

“Mom…I’ve always been very obedient to you both, so…this time, can you not tell Dad first? Let me solve it myself?”

Chen Xiuyun seemed to have no energy left to scold her. “Xu You…”

“I know this isn’t right, but I can still guarantee that I will definitely study hard. Really, I’ll talk to him properly.”

Xu You’s tone was almost pleading as she said urgently: “Mom…trust me this once, okay? I really won’t let you down.”

Chen Xiuyun’s heart ached. Xu You had been different from other children since childhood. When Chen Xiuyun and Xu You’s father argued when she was little, she would just sit not far away, silently watching them. Xu You had always been so obedient and well-behaved that it was heartbreaking. She didn’t cry when getting shots, not making a sound. She never made a fuss wanting things at the supermarket. Even the kindergarten teacher said she was too obedient, sensible beyond her age. Whether doing exercises or playing games, she was very serious. During meals and naps, she would yield to other children. The couple was busy with work and had little time to look after Xu You, so they often left her at her grandmother’s house. There were no other children at grandmother’s, so Xu You often spaced out alone or did homework…Even when she missed them, she would just make a phone call. Each time before hanging up, Chen Xiuyun would hear Xu You say, “Mom, I miss you both so much, but I’m being very good at grandmother’s…”

Thinking of these things, and seeing Xu You kneeling before her, Chen Xiuyun calmed down for a moment, finding her voice again. “I won’t tell your father for now. You solve it yourself. I’ll trust you this one last time.”

Before leaving the room, Chen Xiuyun paused, turning her head slightly. “Mom isn’t forcing you. Whatever it is can wait until after your college entrance exam. You and that boy…”

She didn’t continue the rest of her words, couldn’t bear to continue.

The door closed with a soft sound. Xu You collapsed weakly against the bedside table, staring blankly into space.

She sat on the windowsill, hugging her knees.

The light from the distant streetlamp was dim and faint, casting a soft glow over the surrounding weeds and flowers. The sparse and dull stars barely illuminated the dark road ahead.

Chapter 54: Something Happened
She slept for a long time before waking up, as if an entire day had passed, and no one had called her. Xu You half-propped herself up, groggily reaching for her phone beside her to check the time.

It was already close to noon.

After getting dressed and slipping on her slippers, she went out to find Chen Xiuyun had already set the meal on the table.

The dining table was very quiet. Xu’s father had gone out to oversee a construction project, leaving only mother and daughter at home. Xu You had no appetite, keeping her head down as she slowly pushed small mouthfuls of rice into her mouth. Chen Xiuyun picked up a piece of meat and dropped it into her bowl. “Eat more vegetables.”

Her mother’s face was full of exhaustion and haggardness, which made Xu You’s heart ache, though she didn’t know how to begin speaking. She ate a few bites, then put down her chopsticks, organizing her words. Just as she was about to speak, she was stopped.

“You don’t need to say anything. From now on, don’t mention it to me either. Resolve things with that boy as soon as possible. I won’t agree to it.”

Chen Xiuyun’s voice was soft, yet it pressed down on her heart with the weight of a thousand pounds. After speaking, she stood up and took the dishes to the kitchen.

Xu You sat in the chair, staring blankly at the food on the table.

Seeing her daughter’s silent, almost wooden expression, Chen Xiuyun suppressed the fire in her heart. “Xu You, do you know why I fought with your father last night?”

“I can take care of myself,” Xu You said, gently clenching her fists.

Knowing her daughter’s stubborn nature, Chen Xiuyun angrily threw her apron at her. What followed was all the anger and petty grievances buried in daily life, words that came crashing down on Xu You’s ears:

“Why do you think I’m still with your father? Isn’t it all for you! And you? What are you doing now? You’re dating someone! And you’re still being stubborn with me! Don’t put on this half-dead look for me—nobody owes you anything!”

“You’re dating him at such a critical time—do you still want a future or not?! What will you do later? What am I supposed to do?! I’ve endured for so many years—are you trying to drive your mother to death!”

“How can you be so selfish?”

Xu You’s body stiffened, unconsciously tightening her palms.

She habitually lowered her head and said nothing more. Suddenly she felt somewhat wronged, but what she couldn’t bear most was seeing her mother cry, so she habitually didn’t argue back at all, just quietly listening.

However, she planned to save many things to tell her mother after some time.

Because she had decided last night that although the timing wasn’t right, she had confidence in herself. As long as she could control it well, her grades definitely wouldn’t decline.

She never casually made promises to people, but once she agreed to something or made up her mind about it, she wouldn’t give up until the very end.

It was the same with Xie Ci.

—

When the phone call came, it was already close to three or four in the afternoon. Xu You picked up her phone, put it on speaker and tossed it aside, continuing to work on her problems with her head down.

Song Yifan’s anxious voice came from the other end, urgently asking: “Xu You, have you seen Xie Ci? Did he call you? Is he next to you?”

Xu You’s pen stopped. She got up and sat on the edge of the bed, asking quietly: “What happened?”

“……”

As soon as he finished explaining, she immediately closed her book, found her keys, threw on a jacket, and went out.

In the taxi, Xu You repeatedly dialed Xie Ci’s phone, but it kept showing as unreachable.

As if someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over her head, her heart grew colder and colder.

The closer they got to West Street North Road, the worse the traffic became. The driver glanced at the rearview mirror, pulled the car over to the side of the road, and turned back to say, “Young lady, you’d better get out here. There seems to be an incident at the intersection ahead—there’s a traffic jam.”

Xu You’s heart tightened. She had an ominous premonition and, without caring about anything else, immediately pushed open the car door.

Song Yifan’s words flashed through her mind:

“—Xie Ci’s cousin got into a conflict with people from Second High. Xu Xiaocheng just called me saying it was near West Street. I don’t know if Xie Ci took people there. I called him but he’s not answering, so I wanted to ask if he was with you. If he’s with you, tell him not to go. Something bad might happen—Second High called some guys with knives…”

As she walked, Xu You’s face paled and her heart began to panic frantically. She gripped her keys tighter, her thoughts pulled back by the conversation of two people passing by.

“—Oh my, high school students having street brawls with bloodshed nowadays—it’s really terrifying.”

“Did you see just now? Someone was lying on the ground, probably not going to make it…”

One person said with lingering fear, “Good thing we didn’t get too close. Scared me to death.”

At the street corner ahead, there was chaos, with crowds of people surrounding the scene in layers. People kept asking if someone had called 120.

Xu You started by walking, then broke into a run. The crowd was too dense—she was held back by two or three men, unable to advance or retreat.

Then from inside came an angry roar: “Get away! Don’t touch me! Ah—”

It was a cry of pain.

This voice made Xu You’s heart tighten. Her head buzzed with a ringing sound, and she pushed aside the people around her and rushed inside.

—Xie Ci!

Roars mixed with curses and hysterical screaming assaulted her eardrums. When Xu You finally pushed through, the first thing she saw was Zeng Qilin kneeling on the ground, eyes red with madness.

Red—overwhelming red everywhere, covering the ground. Xu You instantly felt all her breath sucked away, her legs going weak.

Someone pulled her backward, saying urgently: “Hey, hey, move back a bit. Why are you running inside? Be careful or you’ll get hurt.”

As soon as the words fell, the crowd let out more screams. Zeng Qilin picked up an iron rod beside him expressionlessly and, before anyone could react, mercilessly swung it at Fu Yishun nearby. “If something happens to Xie Ci today, you won’t escape either.”

Before Fu Yishun could see what the incoming black shadow was, he was knocked to the ground, half his head ringing. A few seconds later, blood poured from his nose.

The onlookers jumped back in fright, pushing and shoving each other. Xu You paid no attention to that side at all, caring about nothing, thinking of nothing—she walked straight toward Xie Ci.

He lay on the ground, his pale face and neck completely splattered with spots of blood, his lips drained of color.

Almost all color had faded away, leaving only red.

“Xie Ci…?” She trembled as she spoke, her voice not daring to be too loud, afraid of disturbing him.

She really couldn’t bear this—her voice was nearly breaking, her legs going soft.

Xie Ci’s breathing was weak, his body covered in wounds. His pupils dilated slightly, reflecting Xu You’s figure.

His gaze slowly moved upward—slender, straight legs, a clean simple white t-shirt, her delicate face lowered just like that, crashing into his exhausted vision with complete clarity.

“Damn… why did you come?” Xie Ci looked away, still having the strength to curse. But as his consciousness slowly faded, everything before his eyes kept turning white. As if looking at her for a few more seconds would make him completely unable to hold on. He spoke word by word: “Xu You… don’t look.”

Don’t look at me.

And don’t cry either.

“Okay, I won’t look. Don’t talk.” Xu You immediately agreed, her voice trembling, but tears still fell drop by drop to the ground, then spread.

She crouched down, her hands shaking, wanting to touch him but not daring to.

He wanted to say:

I’m not in pain. Why are you crying?

But Xie Ci couldn’t say anything. He just lay there, watching her cry, but hurt too much to move. His hands hurt, his heart hurt. He wanted to comfort her with a word, but his throat was as dry as a dried-up spring.

Every second passed like torture.

A sharp siren sounded, and the long-delayed ambulance finally arrived at the scene. The back door opened and a team of doctors and nurses came out with a stretcher. Hurried footsteps rushed over, and the surrounding crowd was yelled at by several security guards. Only then did Xu You snap awake.

“Tsk tsk, what kind of sin is this?” A female doctor wearing a blue mask crouched down to examine Xie Ci’s injuries. Probably used to seeing such things, she didn’t even furrow her brow upon seeing a knife lodged in his palm.

The mobile bed was pulled down from the vehicle and stopped by the roadside.

Two young nurses also followed, unloading the first aid kit and taking out disinfectant, gauze, and cotton swabs. Several people began to do simple disinfection and bandaging of Xie Ci’s wounds on the spot.

“Hiss, don’t touch me—” Xie Ci’s consciousness had been hazy, but now he experienced heart-piercing pain again. The kind of pain he couldn’t endure. Forcing himself to focus, he looked down at his hand and began struggling uncontrollably.

“Pain is normal.” Ignoring Xie Ci’s struggles, the female doctor treating the wound didn’t even look up, continuing her work methodically and ordering: “His ribs might be broken. Don’t move if there’s a fracture. Find a few people to hold him down.”

He said something Xu You didn’t hear clearly.

“Does it hurt?” she asked softly.

Xie Ci pressed his lips together and shook his head, trying hard to make sounds other than breathing.

“If it hurts, bite me. Your lips are bleeding.”

Xu You looked at his reddened eyes and gently embraced him. Xie Ci’s head was held in her arms. A slender white arm covered his thin eyelids as she whispered in his ear: “Don’t look. It’ll be over soon.”

Regarding the memories of that afternoon, many years later, Xie Ci really couldn’t remember much.

The only thing he remembered was the temperature of Xu You’s hand. Gently covering his eyes, with tears falling down, dropping on places that burned hot, so hot that his heart ached along with them.

—

When she went to school on Monday, Xu You had heavy shadows under her eyes.

After morning self-study ended, Yu Yi asked Xu You what was wrong—she didn’t look too well.

Xu You forced herself to perk up and shook her head. “I’m fine.”

The monthly exam results came out, and Xu Xingchun was still the year’s top student that everyone looked up to. Many in the class were thoroughly impressed while also resigned—some people were just naturally smart with talent, barely studying yet still achieving good rankings.

After Yu Yi pulled her to sigh about it for a while, Xu You gathered her things and left the classroom to go to Class 7.

She had been going to Class 7 frequently lately, which made Yu Yi ask several times.

Xu You waited outside the classroom. The girl sitting by the window had gotten used to it and directly stuck her head out to say: “Xie Ci didn’t come to school.”

“I know,” Xu You thought for a moment, then asked, “Did Song Yifan come?”

The girl looked back again, scanning the room. “No.”

“Okay, thank you.”

She dragged her feet back to her own classroom.

The second day, the third day, the fourth day…

Since the day of Xie Ci’s incident, he hadn’t come to school. Song Yifan was also nowhere to be seen.

Days glided smoothly by, and in a blink it was the sports meet. Xu You would occasionally space out during class. She heard that Xie Ci’s family had transferred him to another hospital.

She didn’t know how his body was now.

On the day of the sports meet, after each class walked in formation and held the opening ceremony, various competitions quickly began at the sports venue.

Xu You leaned on the railing in a daze, a slightly cool breeze sliding across her cheeks, lifting the strands of hair hanging by her ears.

With a gunshot, the young men’s bodies shot forward like unsheathed swords. Girls from each class gathered on one side of the track, shouting and cheering for their classmates.

As Xu You watched, she couldn’t help but think that if Xie Ci were here, he could probably make many girls let out earth-shattering cheers of support.

In a moment, she dismissed her own thought.

—He loved to play around so much, how could he obediently come participate in sports?

Living so carefree, always lazy, never willing to participate in this kind of group activity.

In the afternoon, Xu You went to Class 7 again and ran into Xu Xiaocheng. He had just changed into his sports uniform and was leaving the classroom when he turned around and saw Xu You standing in the hallway. He froze for a moment.

He was still standing in place, holding a sports drink in his hand, watching as Xu You walked over.

She hadn’t spoken many words with Xu Xiaocheng, but she knew he was always with Xie Ci. “Classmate, do you know where Xie Ci has been these past few days?”

“Huh?” Xu Xiaocheng laughed, his tone relaxed: “Ah Ci? He’s been obsessed with a game recently and skipped class to go to an internet cafe. A dog really can’t stop eating shit. Sister-in-law, don’t be angry—we’ll help you scold him later.”

“No need. His phone won’t go through. Can you contact him?”

Xu You looked into his eyes, her expression unchanged.

Xu Xiaocheng gradually stopped smiling. Slowly, he shook his head.

“Give me your phone. I’ll just say a few words to him,” she said calmly.

“It’s not… it’s just…” He didn’t dare meet Xu You’s eyes, making him increasingly guilty.

“—I know he’s in the hospital. You don’t need to lie to me anymore.”

This sentence successfully killed Xu Xiaocheng’s words. He didn’t speak for a long time. After a while, Xu Xiaocheng sighed and handed over his phone.

Xu You held the phone in both hands and dialed several times, but still no one answered, just a busy signal. She didn’t believe it and kept pressing redial over and over.

“Xu You, stop calling.” Xu Xiaocheng spoke up, weakly trying to stop her.

She acted as if she hadn’t heard, mechanically repeating the motion.

“Xie Ci won’t answer.”

Xu You still didn’t listen, maintaining the same posture, motionless.

“Really, stop calling. It’s no use…”

“Fine.” After a standoff, Xu Xiaocheng gave up first and said slowly: “I’ll take you there.”

They left school, got in a taxi, and went to the hospital.

She didn’t say a word the whole way, her hands clasped together. Outside, it started raining again, darkly covering the entire city’s sky, countless water droplets pouring down and colliding.

Getting out of the car, neither of them had umbrellas and were soaked through.

The road to the hospital was wet and soggy.

Xie Ci remained semi-conscious, wearing an oxygen tube with a needle in the back of his hand, surrounded by beeping machines with tangled wires.

Most of the time he was in a deep sleep.

She slowly walked over and approached him.

But Xie Ci showed no movement at all, no longer showing the happy expression when seeing her. A fragile, thin, pale complexion. He closed his eyes, shadows under his lashes, as if already asleep.

Xu You said nothing more, quietly pulling over a chair beside him to sit down, just watching him.

Not knowing how much time had passed, someone seemed to walk in from behind and handed her a cup of water.

“He’s out of danger now.”

Zeng Qilin stood behind her, bending down to say softly: “You can’t stay here long. Let’s go out first.”

On the bench in the hospital corridor, Xu You sat with Zeng Qilin all afternoon.

The haggard-looking young man sat with his legs apart, hands propping up his head, telling her in fits and starts what had happened that day.

“Our school had a conflict with Second High before… Last weekend there was a dispute that got pretty big. Later, one of their people called someone from society, and that person happened to have a previous grudge with Xie Ci…”

“It was chaotic at the time. That blonde guy, taking advantage of everyone’s lack of reaction, had a knife in his hand and stabbed Xie Ci directly.”

Speaking to this point, Zeng Qilin closed his eyes, as if unwilling to recall that day’s scene. He grabbed his own hair with both hands.

The crowd’s screams and the red blood, and the final image of Xie Ci falling to the ground.

“I’m sorry to him. I shouldn’t have called him there, knowing that before…” Zeng Qilin murmured, lighting a cigarette.

Xu You said nothing, placing her hands on her knees. After the person beside her finished speaking, she suddenly turned to ask: “That person—did he go to the police station?”

“……” Zeng Qilin paused. “What?”

“The person with the knife.”

Xu You was very calm, focusing intently on the floor as she repeated the words: “Did he go to the police station?”

The hospital light was divided into strips by the latticed window, falling on the ground in alternating light and dark.

She was soaked through, her hair also stuck to both sides of her cheeks, cold rising from the soles of her feet.

“He did,” he answered.

After a long pause, she nodded. “Good.”

Then the two of them spoke no more.

It was the sports meet, so she wasn’t in a hurry to return to school. She just sat in the hospital keeping Xie Ci company.

The light outside the window gradually darkened, the overhead fluorescent lights came on, harsh and white. Different people came and went, passing by.

Xu You didn’t know how she finally left. She just remembered the rain falling on her body—so cold.

Her spirit and body were exhausted, yet her heart was surprisingly calm.

Like the silence after heavy snow.

—

Not long after, everyone in school was spreading rumors about this incident. Many versions circulated. As long as it was gossip, everyone was too lazy to scrutinize whether the story was true or false.

After that day at the hospital, Xu You never went to Class 7 again. After class, she just sat at her desk, going nowhere. After school, she went straight home. When classmates around her discussed the matter, she would quietly leave, listening to nothing, saying nothing.

Sometimes when walking on the road, she received various probing looks.

Actually, Xu You discovered she was quite strong. At least in front of her classmates, teachers, and parents, she could maintain her original appearance—she just talked a little less.

For her, she could basically remain unmoved by such gossip and rumors.

She was naturally indifferent, not curious or gossipy, and didn’t care about other people’s scandals.

If she could not care about her own, why would she care about others’?

After a few days like this, during class break, Xu Xiaocheng came to find her, saying that Xie Ci’s consciousness had pretty much recovered.

Meaning she could go see him.

When she went to the hospital again, Xie Ci had already been transferred from the intensive care unit to a regular ward.

He wore blue and white striped hospital clothes, one hand wrapped in white gauze, half-leaning against the bed watching the news broadcast. His leg was still in a cast.

Hearing the door open, Xie Ci looked up and saw Xu You entering the hospital room. The moment their eyes met, both were stunned for a few seconds. She walked forward a few steps. “Xie Ci, are you feeling better?”

He seemed startled and didn’t dare look at her, his gaze falling elsewhere as he said: “Xu You, why did you come?”

From a few steps away, Xie Ci’s voice sounded as if it had been sanded. “You should go.”

She froze, her steps halting as she gripped her backpack strap tightly.

Behind her, Xu Xiaocheng’s eyes widened, his mouth opening and closing again.

God… what was this guy going crazy about now?

“Xie Ci?”

After a while, she frowned, finally finding her voice.

Xie Ci’s eyes looked out the window, his complexion pale but still showing no emotion.

“You should go.” He repeated again, his voice thin but clear, each word reaching her ears.

“—I’m not going back to school.”

For a moment, no one reacted. The hospital room was deathly quiet.

Xu You looked at him in disbelief.

The others also heard this. Xu Xiaocheng couldn’t help but speak up, stepping forward: “Xie Ci, have you gone crazy?!!”

Xie Ci’s eyelids were half-closed, but if you looked carefully, you could see the lines of his profile were clearly tense.

Xu You’s body froze in place, not knowing what to say. After a long time, she finally found her voice: “No matter what happened to you, before saying these things, you should think it over carefully. I’ll leave first.”

After she finished speaking, she turned to leave.

“—Xu You.”

Xie Ci’s lips pressed tighter, calling her name from behind, holding back for half a second before asking: “You’re really disappointed in me, aren’t you?”

He was actually very weak, even his voice showed it—feeble and powerless.

For an instant, watching Xu You’s retreating back, Xie Ci felt really, really sad. His heart seemed to plummet straight down, so he still called out to stop her.

“I’m not disappointed, Xie Ci.”

Xu You knew she hadn’t shed tears yet, so she turned around and looked into his eyes. “Except for yourself, no one has the right to be disappointed in you.”

After speaking, she paused for a moment, then lowered her head and removed the backpack from her shoulder.

Xu You held a math test paper filled with work processes and gently placed it on the table beside his bed. “Things you left behind.”

“Xie Ci, don’t make decisions about many things lightly. When you’ve really thought it through, send me a text to tell me.”

The door closed.

He lay back on the bed. His gaze stared blankly ahead, and the wound began to throb with piercing pain again.

Wind came in through the window, and the math paper held down rustled loudly.

Xie Ci remained motionless, staring intently at what Xu You had left behind.

Someone seemed to be standing behind him.

Not knowing what else he was expecting, Xie Ci’s heart suddenly tightened. After holding out for a long time, he still couldn’t help but turn his head.

Xu You just stood there quietly watching him.

Xu Xiaocheng had actually gone out. The two were too close—Xu You could even clearly see the joy that flashed through Xie Ci’s eyes, though he couldn’t suppress it.

Like light suddenly bursting forth, but quickly dimming again.

Seeing she made no sound, Xie Ci changed position and said stubbornly: “Why did you come back?”

Xu You watched, sighing in her heart, and spoke up to ask: “Why are you crying?”

The hospital bed was narrow and small. Xie Ci curled up, turned away, put down his phone, and vigorously wiped the tears from his eyes with his palm.

For a long time there was no movement. Xu You walked over and closed the window.

Leaning on the windowsill, she let out a soft sigh.

“Didn’t you promise me? Why did you still go fight?” Her tone was calm, without accusation, as if merely stating a fact.

“You really don’t need to care about me.” After hearing her words, Xie Ci lowered his lashes, the light in his eyes sparse and dim, seemingly unmoved.

“Why shouldn’t I care about you?” Xu You asked.

“You didn’t like me before anyway, and now my hand is ruined—”

A pair of clean white sneakers entered his field of vision, and only then did he look up blankly.

Immediately after, a slap came whistling across, the crisp sound of it hitting his face echoing loudly in the quiet hospital room.

The rerun of the news broadcast on the TV had ended.

Xie Ci was struck sideways, but what he thought in his heart was:

Why do women all like to slap people?

His mother did it, and so did Xu You.

The difference was that being hit by her left no anger in his heart at all.

Actually, it was still a bit awkward.

Xie Ci wished he could turn into a tornado and whoosh right out, taking Xu You with him in the whirlwind.

Rather than now—lying on the bed unable to move, being stared at by her like this. His face burning painfully.

“Who said your hand is ruined? Don’t you have any common sense? Xie Ci, are you illiterate?!!”

Just now, hearing him talk more and more absurdly, she couldn’t control the anger suddenly rising within her.

That crisp slap, and such a rare display of temper. It stunned Xie Ci completely.

His mouth opened and closed, but he couldn’t say anything.

After a while, Xu You took several deep breaths to stabilize her emotions before continuing: “Even if the hand tendon is severed, it doesn’t mean anything. As long as you actively cooperate with the doctor’s treatment and persist with rehabilitation yourself, it can slowly get better.”

“If you keep this attitude, you don’t deserve to have anyone like you, including me.”

—

The nurse who had been changing Xie Ci’s bandages recently noticed something was clearly off about him.

Like right now—that handsome young man in room 201 who had always been silently immersed in his own world suddenly asked the little nurse: “Can I ask you a question?”

Xie Ci was good-looking. Even while ill, he couldn’t hide his naturally refined features. Especially those eyes—when he stared at you seriously, there was always an unconscious feeling of shyness.

The little nurse kept her head lowered, her face red. “What question?”

“Look at me—am I handsome right now?” Xie Ci used the hand that could still move to touch his own face.

His manner was so earnest, as if he were truly troubled.

The little nurse: “……”

When Zeng Qilin came to see Xie Ci, he found him actually holding a pen, staring distractedly at a test paper on the table.

Beside it was an open math book—Xie Ci was actually studying math formulas!

Had red rain fallen from the sky?

Zeng Qilin’s expression was shocked as he reached over to pat his shoulder. “Ah Ci, what are you…”

Xie Ci didn’t even look up, his brow slightly raised. “Move your hand. Don’t disturb my studying.”

You call this studying?!!

“…..” Being such a smart person, Zeng Qilin instantly grasped the key point. “Xu You came to see you?”

Xie Ci immediately replied: “None of your business.”

Obviously yes.

After being choked a few times, Zeng Qilin didn’t get angry. Instead, he breathed a sigh of relief, the guilt that had been weighing on his heart for days easing slightly.

Xie Ci finally had some vitality, unlike before when he wouldn’t answer any questions.

He didn’t know what Xu You had said to Xie Ci to make him change so much in just one short afternoon. Zeng Qilin was a bit puzzled, but it didn’t matter anymore. “It’s best if you can think things through. Nothing is more important than your own happiness.”

Xie Ci hummed and said slowly: “Don’t be like Xu You.”

At 7:00 PM, the TV in front of him began broadcasting the news program on time. Xie Ci pressed his lips tightly together, quietly watching the TV screen, but his mind echoed with what Xu You had said to him that afternoon.

Normally she hardly spoke, and her Mandarin wasn’t very standard either. This time was unprecedented—angry and anxious as she scolded him.

Yet there was no mockery or contempt whatsoever.

Thinking about it, he couldn’t help but laugh out loud.



Chapter 55: Hospitalization
A hundred days for injuries to bones and tendons—Xie Ci lay in the hospital bed for close to a month. Though his right hand had been pierced by the knife, it hadn’t injured anything vital and was recovering fairly well. It was just his fractured lower leg that had been encased in heavy plaster and suspended high up.

Eating bland vegetables and plain congee every day, unable to move around from morning till night, left his whole body aching.

“I’ve already handled the transfer procedures for you. I’ve hired a tutor too. Just take a year off to heal your injury properly.” Xie Dongyu put down the newspaper in his hand and looked at Xie Ci lying on the hospital bed eating an apple.

“I don’t want a tutor. I want to go to school,” Xie Ci said without hesitation.

“Absolutely not!” Xie Dongyu frowned, unable to understand why Xie Ci was being so stubborn. He couldn’t control his temper with his son. “I’m telling you, stop being so willful all the time. You never listen to what adults tell you—it takes something happening before you’ll settle down! If you hadn’t run off to fight with others, would you be lying here now? Making such a huge mess, getting expelled from school—what right do you have to tell me no?!”

“You’re so annoying!” Xie Ci threw the remote control down. “You’re just like my mom—just don’t bother managing me at all!”

Both father and son had stubborn temperaments. Only the assistant on the side wiped away cold sweat and tried to mediate. “Boss Xie, Ah Ci is still sick. Whatever you want to say, say it nicely to him.”

Xie Dongyu took several deep breaths. “Fine, fine. You just stay put here properly. I’ll come see you again in a few days!”

Seeing his boss getting up, the assistant hurriedly followed, turning back to instruct Xie Ci: “Ah Ci, if you need anything, tell the nurse or call me.”

After saying a whole bunch of things, he left together with Xie Dongyu.

After they left, the hospital room became quiet again. A chubby boy from the adjacent bed climbed down from his bed and wobbled over. “Big brother, why did you argue with daddy just now? You scared me so much—hiccup—I didn’t dare talk just now!”

This chubby boy was a temporary “neighbor” who had moved to the bed next to Xie Ci’s last week. Whenever the adults weren’t around, he liked to come over asking for food.

Xie Ci felt suffocated with frustration. He poked the little fatty’s face and casually handed over a cookie. “Take whatever you want to eat. Don’t bother me.”

He was still angry.

“Oh, okay.” Little Fatty lowered his head and earnestly tore open the package, then bounced back to his own bed, eating the food quickly with small bites.

As he ate, he secretly glanced at the big brother lying on the bed next to him.

That big brother had a bit of a temper, but he was really good-looking. No wonder so many people indulged him.

—He’d heard many nurse sisters whispering about this.

When he grew up and lost weight, he definitely wanted to be this handsome too…

An apple, a banana, several bags of cookies. Before long, he was full, and Little Fatty rubbed his bulging belly.

Soon Little Fatty’s grandmother came in from outside after filling the thermos with hot water.

“Little Fatty! Why are you taking other people’s food again!” Grandma Gong patted her grandson’s back. Her voice was scolding, but her face showed an indulgent and kind smile.

“Xie Ci, don’t keep giving him things to eat. Children are greedy,” Grandma Gong said to Xie Ci with a smile.

Xie Ci was boredly flipping through the notebook Xu You had left him. Hearing this, he looked up and made a sound of acknowledgment, smiling carelessly. “It’s fine. I don’t like eating anyway.”

“Brother Xie Ci’s dad and friends are all so nice!” Little Fatty was a bit envious.

They always brought lots of delicious food every time they came.

“By the way, big brother.” Little Fatty had been lying on his bed doing homework, but after writing for a while, he impatiently tossed it aside and started feeling bored again. “When is that older sister coming to see you?”

“What older sister?” After asking, Xie Ci realized himself.

Who else could it be besides Xu You?

He turned his head to size up the little fatty, asking suspiciously: “Why are you asking about her?”

Little Fatty patted the homework beside him. “That sister always teaches big brother to study. Little Fatty wants that too.” As he spoke, he raised his arm. “And sister has a really good temper!”

Damn.

Xie Ci was amused to the point of anger by this chubby boy. He childishly replied: “I won’t let her teach you.”

Xu You generally found time to come to the hospital to see him on Saturday afternoons. Xie Ci looked forward to that half-day all week. But for some reason this weekend, by dinner time she still hadn’t come.

Xie Ci was in a terrible mood, looking at his phone over and over. She hadn’t replied to a single message.

The family of three at the adjacent bed was all together. Little Fatty hung on his father’s arm acting cute. The virtuous and quiet mother, the tolerant and kind father—the several people laughed and chatted harmoniously. The scene was lively for a while.

That kind of warm atmosphere made one’s heart feel soft, only the protagonists weren’t him.

Xie Ci’s side was lonely with just him alone. Little Fatty’s mother noticed this too. She always felt this child had a strange sadness about him, looking somewhat lonely.

So she initiated conversation. “Xie Ci, how come you’re all alone? Where are your mom and dad? Why haven’t they come to see you?”

Xie Ci’s body stiffened. He slid down from the pillow, his voice devoid of emotion: “My parents separated long ago. They each live their own lives and don’t care about me.”

“I’m sorry.” Little Fatty’s mother was extremely embarrassed and hurriedly apologized.

She wanted to say something more, but Xie Ci said indifferently: “It’s fine.”

After speaking, he turned over, rested his head on the pillow, and said nothing more.

He’d experienced this kind of thing too many times since childhood. If he felt sad every time, he wouldn’t need to keep living.

—

“Shh shh, keep it down.”

Though Xu You’s voice was very soft, it still woke Xie Ci who had been sleeping lightly. He opened his eyes to see this scene:

Xu You had her hair tied in a low ponytail. The hospital room had the air conditioning on, so she’d taken off her jacket and wore only a white long-sleeved shirt, sitting by his bedside.

On the table by the headboard sat steaming hot soy milk and buns. Xu You slowly unwrapped the plastic bag, turning her head to smile and talk with Little Fatty.

Seeing Xie Ci had woken up, she put down what she was holding. “You’re awake. Want to eat something? I brought breakfast.”

Xie Ci wore white and blue striped hospital clothes, the blood vessels obvious under his eyes, his black short hair messily sticking up on his head—clearly he hadn’t slept well last night.

When he saw Xu You, his first reaction was to look away, appearing very unhappy.

Xu You was puzzled. After thinking for a while, she understood and explained: “Don’t be angry. I didn’t come yesterday because of the school unified exam. Today is finally a day off.”

She felt both distressed and amused.

“I called you but you didn’t answer either,” Xie Ci finally turned his head, his brow still furrowed as he questioned her.

Probably because he’d just woken up, his voice was very hoarse.

Xu You was too lazy to keep arguing with him. She took out a water cup from the drawer, poured warm water, brought it to Xie Ci’s lips, and fed it to him little by little.

After finishing a cup of water, Xie Ci’s anger had mostly dissipated.

While Xie Ci ate breakfast, Xu You sat beside him reading.

He had a strange habit of washing up only after eating breakfast every day.

Recently the first round of comprehensive review had ended, and the coursework pressure was very intense. Studying until late every night, Xu You hadn’t slept well for many days, plus coming to accompany Xie Ci as soon as she had time off. She wasn’t in good spirits—if you looked carefully, the area under her eyes had already turned bluish. Her spirit was also very exhausted.

Looking at the densely packed study materials, when she raised her eyes, she saw Xie Ci staring at her.

Meeting Xu You’s gaze, Xie Ci immediately looked away.

She found it funny. “Eat your breakfast properly. Why do you keep looking at me?”

Xie Ci, having lost face, instinctively became stubborn: “Can’t I even look at you now? You’re not even as good-looking as me. How come I can’t look?”

“……”

What kind of robber logic was this?

Seeing Xu You’s speechless expression, Xie Ci couldn’t help but curl up the corners of his mouth, looking smug after bullying someone.

But the very next second, his smile froze.

Little Fatty shouted loudly from the side: “—Big brother, do you like this sister? Your mood gets so good when she comes!”

After hearing this, Xu You shook her head with a smile, looking at Little Fatty and saying: “How old are you? How do you know so much?”

Xie Ci threw down the bun in his hand. “You little brat, what nonsense are you spouting? She’s my girlfriend. If I don’t like her, should I like you?”

Xie Ci thought to himself: I’m not going to say I’m very happy.

That wouldn’t be cool at all.

Knowing Xie Ci was joking with Little Fatty, Xu You still thought it was childish. He was already so grown up, yet arguing with a little kid.

“Oh right, I’m getting my cast removed today. Borrow a wheelchair. Later you can push me for a stroll around the park downstairs,” Xie Ci said, as if suddenly thinking of something, turning to Xu You.

She was surprised. “So soon?”

“You don’t want to?”

“No, it’s a bit cold outside today. I’m afraid you’ll catch a cold from the wind.”

“If I don’t get out for a stroll today, I’ll get moldy.”

Hearing this, Xu You laughed. “You’re not a dog. Why do you use the verb ‘stroll’?”

Xie Ci raised his hand to pinch her face. “What, looking down on me for my poor grades?”

Moving his hands around in public, Xu You struggled free from his clutches, saying somewhat embarrassedly: “No, I’ve been reviewing Chinese a lot lately. I unconsciously corrected you.”

The morning had been gloomy with gusts of wind, but in the afternoon the hospital garden was bathed in brilliant sunshine.

Xu You pushed Xie Ci slowly along the path, sunbathing.

Too many things had happened recently. The two of them hadn’t properly spent time together. Xu You was in a daze for a moment. When she came back to her senses, she found Xie Ci had been watching her the whole time.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Xie Ci raised his head. “Go sit on that bench ahead.”

She was going to help him up, but Xie Ci blocked her. He hopped up. “I’m fractured, not disabled.”

“Serves you right,” Xu You couldn’t help nagging. “You like fighting so much. Couldn’t you have run away? Why did you have to clash head-on with them?”

“What kind of man would I be if I ran?” Xie Ci grinned.

After the two sat down side by side on the wooden bench, Xu You breathed in the air, enjoying the warmth of the sunlight on her body.

“Oh right, I forgot to tell you. My dad wants me to take a year off from school.” Xie Ci brought up this matter to Xu You as if it didn’t matter.

Xu You nodded. “Then rest well and don’t go out causing trouble again.”

“Then I’ll be your underclassman. Damn,” Xie Ci said unhappily.

He was seriously worried about this problem.

Xu You smiled and comforted him. “It’s okay. After this older sister finishes the college entrance exam, I’ll give free tutoring to my underclassman.”

“Oh ho, now you’re taking advantage of me, Xu You?” Xie Ci suddenly leaned close to her and kissed her lips. “Then I’ll take advantage of you too.”

“…Problem child.” Xu You’s face was always thinner-skinned than his. She covered her mouth and glared at him. “Don’t keep startling me.”

Xie Ci felt a bit contemptuous of himself.

At this moment when he should be obediently apologizing to his girlfriend, he only thought Xu You looked so cute when angry.

He couldn’t control his wandering thoughts.

The two fooled around for a while. Considering his condition, Xu You never had the heart to push him away firmly.

“By the way, how’s your hand?” She moved back a bit to ask.

Xie Ci answered perfunctorily: “Nothing serious.”

Seeing he didn’t want to continue talking about it, Xu You didn’t ask further. Being sunbathed made her lazy and a bit sleepy, her body relaxing.

Where they sat was very quiet without many people. Occasionally a breeze blew by, but it wasn’t cold.

Before she knew it, she fell asleep just like that.

The irregular honking of horns and the rustling sound of leaves mixed together, drifting far, far away with the wind.

When she woke up, the sky had darkened a little. She didn’t know how long she’d slept. Xu You slowly opened her eyes, her neck aching.

She had been sleeping with her head pillowed on Xie Ci’s shoulder. When she raised her eyes, she met Xie Ci’s smiling gaze.

After realizing the situation, Xu You immediately sprang away, her face flushing red.

Taking in her embarrassment completely, Xie Ci laughed even more freely. “Finally awake?”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“Wake you for what? You wouldn’t wake up anyway.”

Xu You: “……”

Knowing her straightforward personality that couldn’t handle teasing, Xie Ci suppressed his laughter, coughed, and casually changed the subject.

Xu You bit her lip and massaged his shoulder for him. “Are you stupid? I slept so long—you should have just woken me up. Doesn’t your shoulder hurt?”

Seeing she was genuinely feeling guilty, Xie Ci said earnestly: “Hey, what are you saying? Waking you up—is that what a boyfriend should do? Do you think I could do that?”

“……”

Actually it wasn’t as uncomfortable as Xu You thought. With Xie Ci letting her pillow on his shoulder, when he lowered his head he could see her well-behaved, peaceful sleeping face. Instantly everything felt insignificant—both sore and enjoyable at the same time.

“Xu You, do you know what I was thinking just now?” Xie Ci suddenly spoke.

Xu You was still helping massage his shoulder. She hummed in acknowledgment. “Thinking what?”

He pinched her chin, making her head turn straight ahead.

—Not far away were black iron railings. Outside the park was a bus stop.

“See the Route 3 bus that just passed?” he asked.

She was puzzled.

Xie Ci stretched lazily, his arm naturally draping over her shoulder. His tone was relaxed and natural, yet not casual or frivolous.

“That’s the bus that goes to my home. While you were sleeping just now, four of them already passed by.”

“Every time one passed…”

He paused, leaning close to her ear, murmuring in a very low volume:

“—I wanted to wake you up and take you home with me.”



Chapter 56: Discovery
After sending Xie Ci back to his hospital room, Xu You went home alone.

During dinner that evening, Xu Zhihua suddenly asked: “What have you been doing on your days off lately, always running out?”

Chen Xiuyun paused in her eating.

Cold sweat instantly broke out on Xu You’s back. She gripped her chopsticks tightly. Before she could figure out how to answer, Father Xu had already jumped to the next topic. “Oh right, have your monthly exam results come out yet? What’s your ranking?”

“The results haven’t been posted yet. I don’t know.”

He then asked several more questions about school and studying, which Xu You answered one by one.

Chen Xiuyun, sitting to the side, suddenly spoke up: “By the way, didn’t you say a few days ago that the construction payment came through? Where’s the money?”

Xu Zhiping slammed the table. “Why are you always fixated on this kind of thing? Can’t it wait till later?”

Chen Xiuyun didn’t want to argue in front of Xu You. She forcibly swallowed her frustration before speaking calmly: “My mother hasn’t been well lately. She’s hospitalized…”

“Your mother is so old already, how much treatment can—”

“Dad!” Xu You abruptly shoveled several mouthfuls of rice, suddenly raising her voice to interrupt Xu Zhiping. “Don’t say things like that anymore.”

Xu Zhiping’s expression changed. “What do you mean, don’t say things like that? What does a child like you understand!”

Chen Xiuyun said nothing more. She cleared the dishes and stood up, then walked straight back to her room.

—

Winter in northern cities always came especially early. After successive rains, the temperature dropped vertically.

Unable to go out, Xie Ci could only stay home to recuperate. Because of the cold, his wounds that hadn’t fully healed would often throb with pain, making him even more irritable.

He wasn’t the type to sit still. Taking advantage of the housemaid going out to buy groceries, he simply snuck out onto the street to wander around.

After wandering for a while with no one to hang out with, he went straight to the gates of No. 1 High School. Most of the shop owners around here knew Xie Ci. He randomly picked a bubble tea shop to sit in and called Song Yifan to skip class and keep him company.

Not having seen Xie Ci for a long time, Song Yifan was also very excited. The two chatted aimlessly for quite a while.

“Oh right, Brother Xie! Let me tell you some good news!” Song Yifan suddenly remembered something and slapped his thigh.

Xie Ci looked listless. He frowned and smacked Song Yifan’s head. “Don’t go around calling me that nonsense. What ‘Brother Xie’?”

It sounded terrible.

“Tsk, I’m telling you something serious here!” Song Yifan pulled out a medical examination form from his pocket, opened it with a snap, and handed it to Xie Ci. “Look at this.”

“What is it?”

Song Yifan said proudly: “Your buddy here is going to be a pilot, you know? A fighter pilot, too. Super awesome.”

Xie Ci flipped through the document, staring at Song Yifan in disbelief. “Damn, impressive.”

“Of course.” Song Yifan rolled his eyes and held up his fingers to show a number. “Only two from our school.”

Every year when pilots came to recruit at the school, the physical examination was the strictest. Song Yifan had never had such a comprehensive checkup in his life. During the first round of preliminary selection, as soon as he went in, he was required to strip down to nothing and just stand there completely naked for examination. Fortunately, he was thick-skinned and didn’t care.

Although Song Yifan also liked causing trouble in high school, luckily he followed Xie Ci and developed the same delicate habits as him:

—They rarely got physically involved in fights unless someone really provoked them. Once a group brawl started, both of them would stand far away, afraid of being touched by others. This way they didn’t leave any scars on their bodies. Otherwise, they would have been eliminated in the first round.

“You don’t know—now those teachers in class nag me every day, telling me to study hard and not waste such a good opportunity. They’ve got me scared. They even tell the whole class to supervise me every day, telling me not to fight or cause trouble and injure myself. It’s hilarious—they say it dozens of times a day. There was a student in a previous class they taught who passed the pilot physical exam, but then he went and played soccer, got a fracture, and ended up regretting it bitterly—”

Song Yifan was naturally talkative and got more enthusiastic as he spoke, until he suddenly realized what he’d said. He carefully observed Xie Ci’s expression, afraid of accidentally touching a sore spot. “Ah Ci, why aren’t you saying anything? It’s kind of awkward with just me talking, isn’t it?”

Xie Ci propped his head up with one hand, tapping the glass cup rhythmically with his finger. “Keep talking. I’m listening.”

“I’m done talking.” Song Yifan scratched his head. “You seem like you’re in a weird mood.”

Ever since Xie Ci left the hospital, Song Yifan felt he was becoming increasingly hard to read. Not exactly happy, not exactly unhappy either—his emotions always seemed to be in some kind of blank state.

“Have you seen Xu You lately?” Xie Ci asked.

“Yeah! We’ve run into each other several times. She keeps asking me about you. Tsk tsk tsk, I used to say you were chasing her too desperately, but looking at it now, she actually does worry about you quite a bit.”

“She’s my girlfriend. If she doesn’t worry about me, who would she worry about?” Xie Ci’s face finally showed some smile. He stirred the water in his cup with a spoon, then said casually after a while: “What do you mean I’m chasing desperately? Xu You likes me—she’s just more reserved about it. You guys who haven’t experienced it don’t understand a thing.”

“…..” Song Yifan was speechless. “Fine, fine, fine. Whatever you say. As long as you’re happy, okay?”

—

The last class was biology. The teacher habitually ran over time. One minute before the bell rang, she took out a test paper, saying she needed to explain a genetics problem.

Although the students were dissatisfied, at this critical time, no one complained out loud.

But resentment was inevitable. Xu You accompanied Yu Yi to the bike shed to get her bicycle, then to the school gate. The whole way she listened to her non-stop complaining: “Don’t you think the biology teacher is too calculating? She clearly knows class is about to end, but she always drags it out. I’ve calculated—there’s a traffic light at the school gate that takes 80 seconds to wait for. As long as she runs over, I can’t follow my normal plan to go home for dinner, do practice problems, take a nap…”

Xu You said: “Now every teacher’s time is tight. They explain one problem when they can.”

Yu Yi suddenly asked Xu You: “How many practice sets have you finished?”

Xu You focused on the road. After hearing the question, she thought for a few seconds and answered honestly: “I haven’t been in good condition lately. I haven’t done many extra problems. I don’t remember how many from before.”

Yu Yi said softly, as if sharing a secret: “You know what? Xu Xingchun sits next to me, right? I’ve noticed he basically never does extra practice problems. He doesn’t have any supplementary materials either. He just listens in class and does the homework the teacher assigns.”

Xu You didn’t respond, so she continued: “Even like that, he gets first place every time. How can someone be so amazing? Although he seems a bit aloof, whenever you ask him about a problem, he can always make you understand it super quickly and precisely, cutting right to the heart of it.”

Xu You knew Yu Yi wasn’t jealous but rather admired this type of smart academic genius, so she said nothing and just listened, being a qualified listener.

Girls always had a strong desire to confide, just like her former roommate Chen Xiao.

But Chen Xiao loved telling her gossip, like who was chasing whom today, who got together with whom, which upperclassman liked which underclasswoman.

Chen Xiao didn’t think much of boys their own age, dismissing bookish academic types with contempt. She always had an inexplicable fondness and admiration for upperclassmen, firmly believing that “girls don’t love boys unless they’re bad” was an absolute truth.

Regardless of which type, Xu You found it boring and would think about philosophy in her own mind instead.

Perhaps all females, regardless of age or personality, would unconsciously admire and look up to males with authority and power.

“Xu You, you don’t seem to talk much.” Yu Yi grabbed Xu You’s hand. “Every time we’re together, it seems like I’m always the one talking. I hardly ever see you speak.”

“Really?” Xu You said softly. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t have anything interesting to share.”

Actually, Xu You wasn’t a particularly shy girl—it was just the impression she’d given since childhood. In class, in others’ eyes, she’d always been introverted and quiet. So this type of girl, even the naughtiest boys wouldn’t easily provoke her. But at the same time, she didn’t have great relationships with other girls either.

So Xu You had no idea how to have deep conversations with friends or share interesting life stories.

Until she transferred here and met Xie Ci.

Xu You suddenly thought of him.

It seemed that whenever she was with Xie Ci, he would annoy her into unconsciously talking a lot, sometimes even speaking without thinking.

“Look over there—someone seems to be calling you.” While Xu You was spacing out, Yu Yi nudged her arm.

Xu You made a sound of acknowledgment and looked in the direction she pointed.

Speak of the devil.

By a flower bed near the school gate, several boys and girls stood talking. Their style of dress showed a maturity beyond their age—they were all “famous” people from their grade, very conspicuous standing in a group together.

Xu You immediately spotted Xie Ci leaning against the railing.

Although the sun was out, it was still winter. Just looking at how he was dressed made one feel cold.

Tall and thin, with short black hair, even in the dead of winter he wore a jacket with just a blue T-shirt underneath.

The people beside him were talking to him, but he stood with his hands in his pockets, absentmindedly keeping his head lowered, occasionally looking up at the school gate.

“Hey, that looks like Xie Ci and them. Haven’t seen him at school for a long time.” Yu Yi spoke quietly, not daring to let others hear.

Loose lips sink ships—better to be careful when discussing others.

Especially this group who liked smoking and fighting, hanging out on the streets—delinquents that ordinary people couldn’t afford to provoke.

Although the incident between No. 1 High and No. 2 High had caused quite a stir, as time passed, not many people talked about it anymore.

It seemed like everyone in their grade knew Xie Ci, including good students like Yu Yi who were obsessed with studying.

Xu You looked at Xie Ci a few more times. He finally noticed her too, immediately pushing through the circle of people around him and walking over.

Those few people also stopped talking, their gazes following Xie Ci, consciously or unconsciously sizing up this direction.

Xie Ci casually draped his arm over Xu You’s shoulder, lowered his head to look at her, then smiled at Yu Yi beside her. “Your friend?”

He asked in a low voice.

“Mm.” Xu You removed the hand from her shoulder and looked up to ask: “Why are you here?”

“Xu—Xu You, I need to hurry home, so I’ll go first.”

As if startled by this sudden situation, Yu Yi stared at him in shock. After saying goodbye, she hurriedly pushed her bike away, her steps getting faster and faster, as if fleeing.

Xie Ci sighed. “Is your friend afraid of me?”

“……”

The people waiting over there also gradually came over. An upperclassman’s gaze lingered on Xu You for a moment, then moved to Xie Ci. “Ah Ci, your girlfriend?”

“Yeah.” Xie Ci raised his eyebrows and curved his lips, looking proud—just short of directly saying: “My girlfriend is pretty, isn’t she?”

The upperclassman raised an eyebrow. “You’ve always been best at charming little girls.”

“Get lost.” Xie Ci laughed and cursed.

After exchanging pleasantries with his friends, Xie Ci put his arm around Xu You’s shoulder again. “I’m walking her home. See you guys.”

After his friends left, Xu You asked: “Why did you come?”

“Just wandering by.”

A group of students in uniforms rode past them on bikes, shouting and calling out—it was dismissal time and the road was too crowded. They took a side route back that basically had no people, only occasionally encountering a couple of stray dogs.

After walking a couple of steps, finding the position uncomfortable, he changed to holding her hand instead.

“Your body isn’t healed yet, and you’re wearing so little?” Xu You let him hold her hand.

“It’s fine.” Xie Ci squeezed her hand and smiled. “Are you unhappy to see me? Give me a smile.”

He was always like this—laughing carelessly about everything, using that to brush things off.

Xu You pulled her hand free and unwound the wool scarf from around her neck in circles, standing on tiptoe to wrap it around Xie Ci.

“Your hands are freezing me to death, yet you say you’re not cold.”

Xie Ci said earnestly: “You’re suddenly being so nice to me. I’m overwhelmed with gratitude.”

Xu You glared at him silently.

“No, I have to reward you.” Taking advantage of his height, Xie Ci hooked his arm around Xu You’s neck and planted a kiss on her lips.

His kiss moved from her lips to her cheek, gently sniffing. “What did you put on this morning?”

Xu You turned to avoid him. Xie Ci smiled but didn’t follow like he used to.

“I use Prince Frog fragrance cream, aloe scented.” Xu You glanced at him intentionally or unintentionally.

Xie Ci lowered his eyes, casually kicking aside a pebble on the roadside. The somewhat cold wind blew through his soft black hair.

“Fragrance cream?” After hearing her answer, he turned to look at Xu You, leaning in closer. “What’s fragrance cream?”

“Fragrance cream…” Xu You frowned in annoyance. “It’s face cream for your face. Don’t you understand that?”

Both of them consciously slowed their pace. After passing a hair salon, they would have to part ways.

“Another hometown dialect.” Xie Ci thought of something. “Your dialect is pretty cute. Do you have a nickname? How about I call you Fragrance from now on?”

“Not happening. That’s so tacky.”

“What about Baby?” Xie Ci was most skilled at teasing her—it came naturally.

“……”

“Then what should I call you?”

“Xu You.”

“That’s too formal.” Xie Ci suddenly reached out and pressed his ice-cold hand against her warm neck. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll call you Fragrance from now on.”

“Xie Ci!” Xu You exclaimed, dodging his hand. “That’s freezing!”

“Fragrance, you just felt bad for me wearing so little, and now your attitude changes so fast? Women’s hearts really are as unfathomable as the ocean floor.”

“……”

Xie Ci looked at her expression, smiled, and casually asked again: “Right, Fragrance?”

“You’re the Fragrance!” Xu You was furious. She raised her elbow to push Xie Ci away, then hit him a few more times, still not satisfied.

Xie Ci laughed while dodging, coughed, and let her pummel him randomly. “Okay, okay, I’m Fragrance. I was wrong. So tell me your nickname, okay?”

This person was always coming up with new ideas on a whim!

After a long silence, Xu You finally compromised, saying in a very small voice: “Relatives from my hometown area generally call me A’Chai.”

“What Chai?”

“Chai as in ‘to dismantle.'”

Hearing this name, Xie Ci repeated it in a low voice, his gaze shifting. “Oh… A’Chai.”

Noticing him seriously gazing at her, Xu You couldn’t help but feel her heart skip a beat.



Chapter 57: Senior Year
Since that day, Xie Ci would stroll over after school every day and escort Xu You home.

He was already a topic of conversation at No. 1 High School, and with him so brazenly blocking the school gate every day, always surrounded by a large group of people, it was impossible not to attract attention.

Yu Yi lived on the same route as Xu You and originally went home with her every day, but because of Xie Ci, Yu Yi could only find someone else to accompany her instead.

Although she wasn’t a gossip, she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t shocked.

At first, Yu Yi kept her thoughts to herself, but after holding it in for several days, she finally found an opportunity during PE class. She pulled Xu You aside to walk around the track and have a heart-to-heart talk.

“How did you end up dating Xie Ci? It’s just too unbelievable!”

Their private relationship was good, and they’d been friends for a while, so Yu Yi asked directly.

This question had been asked too many times. Xu You’s expression barely changed as she explained simply, “We were classmates before.”

“Classmates? But you two…”

“What about it?”

Yu Yi didn’t say anything.

Xu You didn’t ask either. Feeling a bit cold from the wind, she put on the hood of her down jacket and quietly stared at the distant blue and vast sky.

Clean without a trace of impurity, only the wind lightly sketching the shape of the clouds.

The two walked side by side on the rubber track, passing the parallel bars and the basketball court outside the iron railing, enjoying the rare leisure time in their senior year.

“I just find it strange. I thought you’d be very rational and wouldn’t waste your youth on a flashy guy like Xie Ci.” Yu Yi spoke honestly.

“Flashy?” Hearing this description, Xu You first wanted to laugh, then felt it wasn’t quite appropriate, so she asked, “Why do you think he’s flashy?”

“Isn’t he?” Yu Yi pursed her lips and couldn’t help but recall.

Before the class reassignments, she had been in Class 5. Their classroom was on the second floor, directly facing the cafeteria. Next to the cafeteria’s convenience store was a small path lined with many trees. Because the location was secluded, many students liked to go there to do bad things, especially the boys.

But from the Class 5 corridor, that spot was about seventy or eighty percent visible.

Sometimes after morning exercises, groups of boys would swagger over there to squat and smoke.

Most were troublemakers in the grade, including Xie Ci.

Her former desk-mate had had a crush on Xie Ci for a long time. She would deliberately pull Yu Yi to stand in the corridor just to catch a glimpse of him.

She would observe his posture while playing basketball, record what jackets and T-shirts he wore.

Even Xie Ci’s silhouette riding his bicycle and the way he laughed while horsing around with his friends—she remembered it all clearly.

So her desk-mate was a very contradictory girl. Although she spoke of Xie Ci’s many flaws, when she encountered a girl stopping Xie Ci in the corridor to confess, she would return to her seat in the classroom and secretly cry with her head down.

Despite knowing what kind of guy he was, she still liked everything about him little by little, carefully and cautiously.

During every study period, her desk-mate liked to tell Yu Yi many things about Xie Ci, most of them not very good.

She spoke with clear logic, seemingly understanding it all thoroughly, yet still liking him so much.

Yu Yi couldn’t understand this at all and felt this kind of affection was far too inexplicable.

So now that Xu You and Xie Ci were together, Yu Yi found it both unbelievable and felt that Xu You was really not being very rational.

After quietly listening to Yu Yi finish talking about her former desk-mate, Xu You fell silent for a while.

Walking to the corner, Xu You suddenly spoke up, “I once read a line in a book.”

“What was it?”

Xu You thought for a moment.

“I prefer to keep my distance from things that are accustomed to change.”

“Only then can I understand what won’t be abandoned by time.”

Xu You became lost in thought, staring ahead as she spoke slowly and lightly, as if recalling something.

“Like loving a person—it’s full of variables. So I take a step back and watch quietly until I see sincerity.”

Yu Yi listened in confusion, shaking her head in incomprehension.

“When you like someone, you can be free.”

After saying this, Xu You smiled and said nothing more.

—

When midwinter arrived, northern temperatures plunged below zero. Xu You’s class was the grade’s top class, and evening self-study dragged on very late every day.

Although Xie Ci lived far away, he still escorted Xu You home every day, then headed back alone under the pitch-black night sky, slowly making his way along the road.

It was just that “goodbye” was always hard to say—Xie Ci never wanted to leave.

During that period before the senior year winter break, Grandmother’s health continued to deteriorate. Her parents brought her to a better hospital in a neighboring city for treatment. But she was old after all, and the hospital had already issued several critical condition notices, telling the family to prepare for funeral arrangements.

Her parents’ quarrels at home became more and more frequent, and the increasingly intensive exams at school, coupled with enormous academic pressure, made Xu You feel increasingly exhausted.

However, Xu You rarely mentioned these things to Xie Ci. Since her youth, she had been the type to silently endure whatever happened.

The day before New Year’s Day break, Xie Ci accompanied Xu You home as usual.

They stopped by the roadside and chatted for a while. Mostly Xie Ci talked while Xu You listened silently.

Watching him laugh and casually joke around, her heart softened considerably.

“A’Chai?” Xie Ci called her nickname in his characteristically unserious tone.

“Mm.” She responded.

“I’m leaving.”

“Okay.”

“No expression of anything?”

Xu You stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Bye-bye.”

Xie Ci bent down and kissed her back before leaving with satisfaction. Watching Xie Ci walk away, Xu You turned around and headed into the residential complex.

“—What were you just doing?”

A familiar voice came from beside her. Xu You froze in place, like having a basin of cold water thrown in her face in the dead of winter.

Something had happened.

Seeing her father’s expression, she didn’t need to guess to know it was over.

Xu Zhiping’s face was livid, his teeth clenched tightly. “I’m giving you face out here. Follow me home.”

Xu You followed behind her father. As she slowly climbed the stairs, she gradually thought of countermeasures.

“You’re back. What’s wrong?” Chen Xiuyun was waiting at the door. Seeing that Xu Zhiping didn’t look right, she asked.

“Ask Xu You yourself!” Xu Zhiping pushed the door open violently and entered the house.

Xu You kept her head down, following behind her parents and pushing the door open. She had just taken off her shoes when something flew past her and smashed against the door behind her.

Xu Zhiping stood in the living room with an agitated expression, suddenly slapping the table and shouting at Xu You, “Kneel down!”

Xu You didn’t argue back at all and obediently knelt down.

Chen Xiuyun instantly understood what had happened.

“You’re still in contact with that boy?” Chen Xiuyun’s voice rose in disbelief.

Seeing Xu You’s pale face but refusing to speak, Chen Xiuyun took a deep breath. “You’ve disappointed me so much, Xu You.”

“You knew all along and didn’t tell me. She’s been spoiled like this by you!” Xu Zhiping vented his anger on Chen Xiuyun.

Pacing back and forth in the room, he grew angrier and angrier, demanding, “Dating? Is this the time to be dating? How can you be so thoughtless!” Xu Zhiping slapped his own face in front of Xu You. “You have no shame yourself, but do you know you’ve lost all face for your mom and dad!”

Xu You’s face was snow-white. She bit her lip hard but didn’t argue back at all.

“Forget it, forget it. She still has to go to school this afternoon. We’ll talk about it when she gets home tonight. It’s not good to disturb the neighbors.” Chen Xiuyun sat to the side, hand supporting her forehead. Seeing Xu You’s appearance, she couldn’t bear it.

“Protect, protect, protect—you’re still protecting her! Isn’t it because you can’t teach her properly? You didn’t even tell me she was dating a boy. Look what you’ve spoiled her into!” Xu Zhiping’s fire turned on Chen Xiuyun. “You think about your mother every day. When have you ever worried about this family?! Now look what’s happened! What has Xu You become?”

Dating in senior year was a capital offense in ordinary families. Especially for Xu You—for this to happen to her was completely incomprehensible in her parents’ eyes.

Xu Zhiping had been completely overwhelmed by anger and spoke without thinking. “You run to the hospital every day. When have you ever managed Xu You? Your mother won’t live much longer anyway, yet you’re spending money on her like there’s no tomorrow.”

Chen Xiuyun exploded immediately upon hearing this and started arguing with Father Xu. “What do you mean I think about my mother every day? Xu Zhiping, do you have any conscience? Back then when you were penniless, if my mother hadn’t given us 1,000 yuan, could Xu You have even been born?! Who raised Xu You from childhood? You wish my mother would die now—you’re a beast!”

“I’ve endured for so many years. What have you ever given this family? Every time you say you’re taking on projects, but not a penny ever comes in. Finally this time there’s 200,000 yuan, and you turn around and lend it to your boss to buy a house! If he had the ability to pay it back, why wouldn’t he get a bank loan instead of borrowing from you! Your own wife and daughter live in a rental and have to put up with the landlord’s attitude, while you’re out there generously lending money. Who’s the one not caring about the family?”

Xu Zhiping had always been a male chauvinist and couldn’t stand hearing such words. He immediately raised his hand against Chen Xiuyun.

Chen Xiuyun kept crying while continuing to curse. “Fine, I won’t live anymore. I’ll go die with my mother. Xu You doesn’t listen anyway. What am I living for?”

Her mother’s crying broke her heart.

The scene was too chaotic. Afterward, Xu You couldn’t remember what she had said or done. She probably just kept kneeling there the whole time.



Chapter 58: Grandmother’s Passing
“Xu You, hurry up with your homework. You’ve been spacing out for half an hour.”

Her desk-mate quietly reminded her. Only then did Xu You snap back to reality. She smiled apologetically, picked up her pen, and read the problems absentmindedly.

But her mind continued thinking about how to resolve the situation at home.

“Xu You, come out for a moment.” After a pause, the homeroom teacher walked around the corridor and looked at her hesitantly.

The moment Xu You’s foot left the classroom, her classmates started discussing.

“Is the school offering more recommendation spots again?”

“It’s possible.”

“I see Teacher Wang calling these top students out for talks every day. It’s probably about that.”

Outside the classroom.

Wang Xiadong frowned and told her, “Your mother just called saying the hospital phoned. Your grandmother isn’t doing well. They want you to go to the city center hospital.”

Like a bolt from the blue, Xu You instantly didn’t know how to react.

Sometimes heaven really doesn’t make sense—almost all the blows happen in a single night, regardless of whether a person can withstand them.

The entire journey to the hospital was a nightmare. That grandmother who had raised her since childhood, the elderly person for whom she had very deep feelings.

Xu You kept vigil by her grandmother for one night.

The old woman’s eyes were half-open, half-closed—impossible to tell if she was awake or asleep. Her consciousness was sometimes clear, sometimes confused. When she remembered, she would say a few words to Xu You.

“A’Chai…”

“I’m here, Grandmother.”

Xu You lay by the bedside responding. She held her grandmother’s hand, moved her lips, and suppressed her choking voice to say, “Grandmother, sleep well. When you wake up tomorrow, you’ll be better. A’Chai will sleep with you.”

Following the customs from their hometown, the family removed the old woman’s clothes. Chen Xiuyun wiped her mother’s body and personally changed her into burial clothes, murmuring, “Mom, just rest easy. Xu You is sensible.”

Grandmother seemed to be smiling, murmuring deliriously, “I know, A’Chai is obedient… Grandmother is waiting for A’Chai to get into university. Grandmother still wants to cook mung bean porridge for my A’Chai to drink…”

“Okay, I’ll definitely get into university. Don’t worry, Grandmother.”

The younger generation keeping watch on the side couldn’t help but turn their heads away, but they all knew in their hearts that the old woman probably wouldn’t make it through the night.

Tears welled up in Xu You’s eyes and trembled down. She didn’t dare cry out loud.

The old woman, whose lamp oil had run dry, had a gaunt, waxen face. Her hands, rough from a lifetime of hard work, were withered and bony. At first glance, her appearance was somewhat distorted and frightening.

But Xu You wasn’t afraid at all. She was only afraid that dawn would come too early and she would have to bid farewell to Grandmother forever.

Grandmother still couldn’t make it through that night. She breathed her last at dawn. Chen Xiuyun wailed in grief while Xu You’s aunt comforted her on the side.

The family contacted the funeral home and began arranging the funeral in an orderly manner.

When Grandmother died, the younger generation had to observe mourning for three days.

During those days, the situation at home was chaotic. Xu You took leave from evening self-study to kneel in front of the spirit hall for several hours. Although physically and mentally exhausted, she still had to force herself to go to school for classes.

Kneeling for so long every day—her body actually couldn’t take it. As long as she stood for a while, her legs would go weak.

Xu You asked Song Yifan to tell Xie Ci that something had happened at home and he shouldn’t come wait to walk home together anymore.

Actually, she didn’t want to deliberately avoid Xie Ci. She just didn’t want to add to the family’s troubles at such a critical juncture.

But habits—they’re truly terrifying. Walking home alone, Xu You occasionally felt lonely.

Walking on the road, she would have the illusion that someone was following beside her. Thinking of Xie Ci was just a fleeting thought. Senior year kept her too busy to think about more.

Days were torturous while preparing for the college entrance exam. As it approached the Spring Festival break, time became more tense day by day.

Looking back on that period later, it was particularly hard to endure, yet it passed particularly quickly.

One evening during self-study, Xu You kept coughing and suddenly felt unbearable abdominal pain.

This past month, she’d been under too much pressure. Combined with insufficient sleep and not treating her naturally cold constitution, her period pain was killing her.

Xu You covered her stomach with one hand and buried her head in her arm. She lay on the desk while her desk-mate looked at her with concern. “You look really uncomfortable. Are you okay?”

Xu You waved her hand. Her lower abdomen suddenly twisted viciously, causing her to bite her lip in pain. “I’m taking leave to go buy some medicine. If there’s an exam tonight, help me put the test paper in my drawer.”

In the office, Wang Xiadong saw her pale cheeks without a trace of color and immediately wrote a leave slip.

“What’s wrong? Can you get home by yourself? Should I have a classmate escort you, or should we call your parents?”

Xu You took the leave slip with both hands and bowed to Wang Xiadong. “No need, I’ll go out and buy some medicine myself. Thank you, Teacher.”

“All right then.”

Wang Xiadong was a male teacher and couldn’t say too much. He put down his pen. “Be careful going alone.”

—

After leaving school, every step was torture. Xu You’s lower abdomen felt even more uncomfortable—the pain was almost causing stomach cramps.

It had snowed lightly that evening, and the road was very slippery.

Fortunately, the pharmacy wasn’t far from school.

She barely made it to the pharmacy entrance. Unable to hold it in, she finally leaned against a tree, squatted down, and vomited.

Stomach acid surged straight up. Xu You felt so terrible she saw stars, even drawing sidelong glances from passersby.

She clenched her fist, cold sweat beading at her temples, her whole body without an ounce of strength. Just at this moment, a hand firmly gripped her wrist.

Xie Ci bent down, half-pulling, half-dragging, helping Xu You stand up using his strength.

His worried, frowning appearance came into her view.

“What are you doing here?” Face pale, she asked after catching her breath.

Xie Ci half-supported Xu You, his arm around her shoulder, and the two went to the pharmacy to buy pain medication. The female doctor, wearing a white coat, saw Xu You looking half-dead and went to the water dispenser to get her a cup of hot water. “Your period pain is this severe? You definitely don’t pay any attention to treatment normally, do you?”

With Xie Ci present, Xu You’s face couldn’t help but turn slightly red when the doctor asked so directly.

Seeing she was too embarrassed to speak, the doctor asked Xie Ci beside her, “Are you her boyfriend?”

Xu You was thin-skinned, but Xie Ci’s skin was quite thick. He smiled and said, “Yes.”

“As a boyfriend, you need to take care of your girlfriend.”

Xie Ci smiled even more happily but didn’t dare show it too obviously and recklessly. He could only nod. “I know, I know.”

—

The painkiller worked quickly. With adrenaline secretion suppressed, after a while, Xu You basically returned to normal.

The light snow didn’t stop, drifting and scattering throughout the entire city. Xu You and Xie Ci walked slowly along the road. Neither spoke.

He wore a white jacket and blue jeans with rolled-up cuffs and a pair of black sneakers. His tall, slender figure and handsome face attracted the attention of passersby.

Passing the first streetlight at the corner, she finally turned around.

A nearby shop was playing Wang Fei’s music—the casual female voice mingling with neon lights. Vehicles flashed past them. Xu You said, “You don’t need to accompany me anymore. Go home early.”

Xie Ci remained impassive. “What’s been going on with you lately? Did something happen?”

“Something did happen.”

Her hair was blown messy by the wind. “So I can’t see you for a while.”

“What do you mean?” Xie Ci felt somewhat at a loss, vaguely sensing her concealment.

The yellow-orange streetlight cast a halo around Xu You’s figure. Her plain face appeared soft in the light, except the corners of her eyes and brows showed exhaustion that wouldn’t fade.

“Can our matter wait until after my college entrance exam to discuss?” Xu You lowered her head, feeling her fingertips ice-cold.

Although she had conceived countless ways to say it, facing him and standing before him, she couldn’t say any of the extra words.

“You mean you want to break up with me.” He stated flatly.

“No.”

He kept not speaking. Xu You was the first to turn and leave, walking away step by step, then stopping again ten meters away.

She couldn’t leave as wished. Xie Ci grabbed her hand from behind. His palm was burning hot and sweaty. Xu You could faintly feel him trembling.

“I know you’re in senior year. Isn’t it enough that I won’t disturb you? Don’t talk to me about ‘later’—I don’t like hearing it.” He seemed to be convincing her, more like convincing himself. “It’s not any different anyway. After all—”

Xu You said nothing. She turned around, stepped forward, and hugged Xie Ci tightly.

She hugged him so tightly that Xie Ci suddenly froze, his mind blank, not daring to move.

Xu You’s height only reached his shoulder. Xie Ci could even smell the faint jasmine scent of shampoo from her hair.

Another stretch of silence.

She said, “Wait for me.”

Unknowingly, Xu You cared more and more about Xie Ci, considering his feelings in everything.

She cared so much that she didn’t even want to tell him about her parents’ situation.

With just this one inexplicable sentence, Xie Ci didn’t continue asking anything but simply agreed, “Okay, I understand.”

At that time, Xu You didn’t know, and Xie Ci didn’t know either.

They were both so young, thinking feelings would never change, thinking there was still plenty of time in the future. But who could say for certain what would happen tomorrow?

—

Back home, Father Xu sat on the sofa smoking sullenly while Chen Xiuyun sat on a chair to the side without making a sound.

When they saw Xu You return, Father Xu spoke first. “Your teacher just called me. What’s wrong with your body?”

Xu You didn’t even blink, speaking while taking off her shoes. “My stomach hurt, so I went to the pharmacy to buy medicine.”

“What’s uncomfortable? Why didn’t you tell us?”

Seeing her mother’s still-red eye sockets, Xu You didn’t know what she felt. She knew her parents must have just argued about her again.

“It’s nothing serious. Just my period. An old problem.”

After Father Xu confirmed she was all right, he relaxed. For the first time in these days, he softened his tone with her. “I know you’re studying hard, but you can’t neglect your health either.”

That evening, Xu You sat at her desk working through test papers. Behind her, the door clicked softly, and Chen Xiuyun walked in.

Hearing the sound, she put down her pen but didn’t look up.

Chen Xiuyun sat at the foot of the bed and asked, “You’re not seeing that boy anymore, right?”

“Mm…” She answered reluctantly. “Mom, you don’t need to worry about me. I’ll handle it properly.”

After a pause, Xu You added, “And don’t keep arguing with Dad because of me.”

The room was quiet for a long time, only Chen Xiuyun’s heavy sighs audible. “You never believe what adults say.”

“I can let other things go, but absolutely no dating before the college entrance exam.” Chen Xiuyun pressed her forehead, feeling her temples throb. “Mom’s health is getting worse. You’re my only support now. If you… don’t forget what you promised your grandmother.”

“I remember.”

“If I see you with that boy together even once more, I can’t do anything about you, so I’ll just go die myself. If I can’t even teach my own daughter properly, what am I living for?”

“Mom?! Why are you saying such things?! Are you crazy?!” Xu You stood up anxiously.

Chen Xiuyun looked into her eyes and continued, “Xu You, don’t disappoint your mother. Don’t see that boy anymore.”

“Promise me today.” Her mother pressed her.

After a long while, Xu You bit her lip hard and nodded.

She finally compromised and had no choice but to compromise.

—

Senior year winter break—called a winter break, but actually just one week off to let students go home and spend the New Year with their families.

After visiting relatives on the first day of the lunar year, Xu You stayed at home.

Because her parents had to return to their hometown to sweep the ancestors’ graves and Xu You’s time was precious, her parents didn’t take her along.

She was alone at home, using an alarm clock to time herself while working through problems. When she got tired of writing, she would sleep a while.

Near afternoon, Xu You finally felt somewhat hungry. She went to the kitchen planning to cook herself some noodles, but opening the refrigerator, she discovered there was nothing inside.

No choice—she had to get dressed and go out shopping.

Last night’s snowfall hadn’t completely melted yet. Her snow boots made crunching sounds stepping on it.

Coming out from the residential complex entrance, the cold wind was biting, making her ears very cold. Xu You put on her earmuffs properly, then put on gloves, and waited at the traffic light across the road.

The light turned green. Xu You walked toward the opposite side along with the bicycles and electric bikes around her when suddenly someone called her name from behind.

Her steps didn’t stop—she just paused, looking left and right, discovering no one had called her.

Just when Xu You thought she was hallucinating, her fluffy earmuff was suddenly pulled off. Xu You’s head reflexively turned.

She saw Xie Ci standing right behind her, head lowered, playing with her earmuff in his hand.

“What are you doing here!” She cried out in surprise, followed immediately by happiness spreading through her, her heart like a little drumstick beating.

Xie Ci looked at her and said lightly, “I’ve been waiting for you all along.”

“…..”

The two crossed the road. Xu You hesitated to speak. Xie Ci looked at her quietly. “Do you have time to go out with me this afternoon?”

“I…” Xu You struggled internally, hesitating.

“Just today.”

Seeing that although he appeared as usual without any expression, his eyes were clearly somewhat disappointed, Xu You still couldn’t bring herself to say the words of refusal.

Perhaps heaven was helping—the sun even emerged from the sky. Although it had no warmth, looking at it still felt cozy.

Having just passed the thirtieth day of the lunar year a few days ago, most shops in the neighboring city had opened their doors.

Xie Ci held Xu You’s hand and wandered around. He was abnormally quiet today, often spacing out while looking at her.

Xu You just didn’t pay too much attention.

They revisited old haunts, going to the night market Xie Ci had taken her to before. During the day, there was a food street there with entertainment stalls too.

Xu You hadn’t eaten, so her appetite was exceptionally good. She bought a lot of food to hold in her hands.

“Are you a little pig? You eat more than I do.” Xie Ci deliberately teased her, earning a fierce glare. Though he said this, he always rushed to pay before her every time.

Shuttling through the crowded throng, Xu You chewed on red dates while holding a cup of pineapple porridge to drink. Her eyes wandered around looking for anything fun.

Suddenly turning her head, she discovered Xie Ci was still looking at her, very focused. Xu You panicked for a moment, shyly averting her gaze, silently grumbling in her heart.

What was so interesting about her…

Why keep staring…

“Hey, Xu You.” Walking along, Xie Ci suddenly stopped and pulled her to a shooting booth.

He seemed very interested, asking the owner the price, then casually picking up a gun from the rack and shooting wildly at the balloons.

The bullets were quickly spent, but few balloons on the wooden board had popped.

The people watching on the side: …..

This young man’s technique seemed to have some problems.

Xie Ci himself didn’t care at all and didn’t feel embarrassed in the least. He put down the gun.

“Do you remember when you threw rings before and won me a bear?” As if remembering Xu You’s appearance at that time, he laughed, his voice unconsciously lowering. “I want another one today.”

“……” Xu You silently put down what she was drinking, estimating the distance to the balloons while asking, “What do you want?”

The owner loading the magazine paused, looked up at this strange couple, and said with a smile, “Young man, how can you rely on your girlfriend?”

Xie Ci made a sound of acknowledgment, not feeling anything was wrong, and seriously replied, “Relying on my girlfriend is pretty good.”

On the other side, Xu You said nothing. She had already chosen her gun, raised her arm, and aimed at the balloons.

Her expression was focused. Xie Ci leaning to the side had a smile at the corners of his mouth.

“So where do you want to go?”

Pop pop—

Pop pop—

Pop pop—

The owner watched the balloons on the wooden board continuously decrease, his eyes gradually widening. It was almost a one hundred percent hit rate—not a single bullet wasted.

One really can’t judge people by appearances…



Chapter 59: Afterward
Afterward, Xie Ci smoothly chose the bear he wanted. His left hand held Xu You’s while his right arm held the white stuffed bear, walking down the street attracting attention.

They wandered through most of the neighboring city. Xie Ci even took her to a small shop to drink cherry wine.

It was Xu You’s first time drinking that kind of wine. She only felt it was too spicy yet too sweet and sour. The rich, intense flavor left such a strong impression on her that she couldn’t forget it even many years later.

Under the silvery moonlight, the small lights on the roadside ground emitted a gentle yet faint glow.

Xie Ci walked Xu You home. Their fingers intertwined as they chatted aimlessly.

“Xu You, which university will you apply to in the future?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t decided…”

“Probably Shencheng, right? What about you?”

“Wherever you go, I’ll definitely go there too. The husband follows the wife’s lead.”

Xu You: “Did you get the genders reversed?”

He laughed. “As long as you understand what I mean.”

The residential complex was right before their eyes. The two slowed their steps. Xie Ci released Xu You’s hand and said, “Close your eyes and hold out your hand.”

“What?”

She was stunned to see Xie Ci pull out an extremely fine silver bracelet from his pocket. “Happy birthday.”

“Huh?” Xu You looked at the object spread in her palm. Though somewhat unexpectedly surprised, she felt more confused. “But today isn’t my birthday.”

“I’m celebrating it early for you.” Xie Ci put both hands back in his pockets and stepped back two paces. “Consider it my return gift for the bear you gave me.”

“Were you happy today?” Xu You nodded.

Xie Ci’s eyelashes lowered, concealing all his emotions, as he said quietly, “That’s good then.”

“Xu You.” He called her name again.

Xu You answered seriously.

“Then I won’t come look for you anymore. Prepare well for the college entrance exam.” He smiled lightly as usual.

This didn’t sound like something he would say, so Xu You felt something strange in her heart. She didn’t know why, but she detected a kind of sadness in it.

She remained silent, watching his carefree smile, clutching the bracelet tightly in her palm. “Then will you wait for me?”

“Okay.” Xie Ci agreed.

He leaned in and placed a light kiss on her lips.

From now on, take good care of yourself.

—

When the second semester of senior year began, time felt like it was riding a rocket. The countdown on the board visibly decreased day by day.

Xu You’s grades were very stable, always in the top ten of the grade—a sure candidate for Tsinghua or Peking University.

She went to school normally, left school normally. Her life had no disturbances.

Except Xu You would forever remember that Monday. After raising the flag, a piece of gossip about Xie Ci quietly spread throughout the entire grade. Almost everyone was discussing it.

Hearing this news for the first time, Xu You was completely stunned. She couldn’t believe what she heard at all.

She even doubted the authenticity of this news for a very long time.

That ominous premonition grew stronger and stronger. Xu You didn’t even care about class and went directly to Class 7 to find Song Yifan.

They stood in the corridor. Xu You asked urgently, “What exactly happened to his family? Where did Xie Ci go?”

“Didn’t he tell you before?” Song Yifan was stunned. He hesitated for a while and told her that Xie Ci’s father had gotten into trouble and he had already left the neighboring city. No matter how much Xu You pressed, he refused to say anything more.

Xu You was still in a state of shock and disbelief, trembling all over. “Didn’t he say anything?”

Song Yifan seemed unable to bear continuing to look at her expression. “He did.”

“Xie Ci said he’s waiting for you.”

Hearing this sentence, Xu You’s heart felt like it had fallen freely to the ground, shattering into pieces.

In the end, Xie Ci didn’t even say “let’s break up” before suddenly and completely disappearing from Xu You’s life.

The older you get, the more you can feel the weight of loneliness.

That period was very hard to endure. Xu You completely severed contact with Xie Ci.

She suffered from insomnia night after night, often thinking about Xie Ci who had left without saying goodbye and suddenly disappeared. She couldn’t confide this longing to anyone—she could only endure it bit by bit herself.

Even at school, Xu You was terrifyingly silent. Often for an entire day, she wouldn’t say a single word. She returned to her former appearance, rarely communicating with others, only burying her head in problems.

No one else was like Xie Ci anymore, deliberately provoking her anger, making her uncomfortable, making her happy.

Occasionally remembering him, Xu You would suddenly space out, doubting whether Xie Ci had existed or whether he was just a dream of hers.

She thought, as long as it passed, everything she was suffering now would be worth it. Any humiliation could be forgotten.

As long as it passed, it would be fine.

As long as it passed, she could pretend no one had left and nothing had happened.

In the days afterward, there seemed to be nothing more. Xu You acted as if nothing had really happened, spending each day very calmly.

Her phone was locked away in a cabinet, in a very deep place. No more expectations.

On campus, she could still occasionally encounter Song Yifan and those few people, but his figure was no longer among them.

One day after doing exercises, a few girls bought yogurt and snacks and passed by Xu You, chatting as they walked.

“Hey, it seems like we haven’t seen Xie Ci in a long time…”

One person said quietly, “…You really don’t know…”

They walked farther and farther until even their figures couldn’t be seen. Xu You still stood in place.

Senior year passed so quickly. Everyone was very busy. At the classroom door, on the stairs—red inspirational quotes were posted everywhere. Starting from the unified exam, then to the hundred-day oath ceremony, the first, second, and third mock exams.

Xu You spoke less and less. Her grades became more and more outstanding. She listened to her parents’ words, listened to her teachers’ words, and didn’t touch competitions again.

She told herself not to look back, not to think. No matter what difficulties she encountered, she had to be strong.

Every night during that time was quiet.

In the last week, on the countdown board, only a bright red 7 remained. The senior year classroom would be used as the college entrance exam venue. When setting up the exam room, everything on the walls was covered with white paper.

The teacher left people behind to clean. Dust flew in the classroom. Someone accidentally choked and coughed out tears.

The first and second-year students had vacation, so they moved to the newly built teaching building for first-years, on the other side of the sports field.

In front of the classroom corridor was a river, across from it a patch of newly grown grass.

The stairway corridors on every floor were crowded with senior students. White paper cranes folded from book pages flew all over the sky. Some fell in the river and drifted away. Someone shouted toward the distance, causing laughter throughout the building.

Xu You passed through the crowd, carrying her backpack into the classroom, and found her new seat to sit down. This was a window seat where the last bit of sunlight could fall in.

The class was noisy and clamorous. She lowered her head to organize her books when someone suddenly stood beside her.

Xu You looked up to see Qiu Qingqing holding a classmate album. She waved her hand and asked playfully, “Can you help me write one?”

Qiu Qingqing placed the paper on Xu You’s desk.

“Ah, okay.” Xu You agreed quietly.

Qiu Qingqing stood beside her, waiting for her to finish writing.

“Xu You, actually I envy you quite a bit.” Qiu Qingqing suddenly seemed to think of something and laughed.

“What?”

“Xie Ci.” Qiu Qingqing’s voice was very relaxed, as if she had already let go. “Before, I actually felt quite upset.”

“………”

Xu You instantly gripped her pen tightly. All the color drained from her face.

Qiu Qingqing stared at Xu You’s dazed appearance, her voice very low.

“It wasn’t until later, when I saw how Xie Ci looked when dating you, that I realized he had never liked me at all.”

The afternoon before the college entrance exam, the classroom was empty and desolate. Books were piled messily on desks, with water bottles placed among them. Someone had scrawled lyrics in chalk on the blackboard.

You always said graduation was far away,

In a blink, we all went our separate ways.

Happy graduation.

June 7th, June 8th. They flashed by.

When the bell rang after the English exam, all the examinees poured out of each exam room, relaxed expressions on every face.

After enduring twelve years of studying hard behind closed doors, they were finally liberated at this moment.

Xu You carried a bottle of water and her stationery, following the crowd out of the school.

Everything was over.

When the final results came out, the teacher called first to congratulate her. The neighboring city’s two tied top science scorers were both in No. 1 High School’s Senior Class 0. Xu You was one of them. At the time, she was organizing things in her bedroom. Chen Xiuyun walked in holding the phone, her face full of joy as she told Xu You this news. Not long after, relatives all knew about this and congratulated her one after another. Chen Xiuyun and Father Xu sat in the living room dialing phone numbers one by one. The atmosphere at home hadn’t been this harmonious and happy in a long time.

Xu You didn’t remember what happened afterward very clearly. She was very tired that day. She took a shower and went straight to sleep. Lying in bed with nothing in her heart and her mind completely blank, she slept until almost noon the next day.

When Chen Xiuyun saw her get up, she put down what she was doing and asked with a smile, “What do you want to eat? Should I take you out to eat?”

“Mom, I’ll make some dumplings in the kitchen, then I have something to do this afternoon.” She said.

Chen Xiuyun frowned. “You finally finished your exam. Eat something good. Why eat dumplings?”

Xu You said, “I suddenly feel like eating them.”

The dumplings were placed in a thermal container. Xu You took them, left the residential complex entrance, and randomly boarded a city loop bus.

The bus was very bumpy. Her head leaned against the glass window, her eyes looking at every corner of this city.

An old man beside her asked, “Little girl, what’s wrong with you?”

“Ah, I’m fine. I just lost something.” Xu You’s words were only half out when tears fell first. She hurriedly wiped them away with the back of her hand.

The old man chuckled. “Eh… since it’s lost, don’t cry. Maybe you can still find it back later.”

The bus swayed and bumped through the streets and alleys. There were children in shorts running past with laughter, vendors selling things, the hot summer wind blowing on everyone. Sunlight filtered through brown tree branches reflecting green leaves, crushed ice in the bubble tea shop, teenagers riding bicycles with shirts billowing in the wind.

Xu You sat in her seat, lowering her head to scoop up dumplings one by one with a spoon and put them in her mouth to eat.

As she ate, she started choking up.

She lowered her head, crying while eating.

By the time the bus reached the terminal, the food should have been finished too. Then she forgot.

Actually, she still often thought of him.

She just restrained herself.

Grandmother died. Time slipped to after college entrance exam graduation, her parents divorced, then she went to Shencheng for university.

At the high school graduation party, Xie Ci didn’t appear either. Those few years passed too chaotically—even memories couldn’t be straightened out.

Xu You lived a bland and unoriginal university life. She skipped grades and was recommended for graduate school. Despite family opposition, she insisted on choosing the journalism major unrelated to her undergraduate degree. That day she had a huge fight with her father and sat alone on a park bench in pouring rain for an entire day.

It was also that day she thought of Xie Ci again. Then that day, she suddenly discovered that her favorite stray cats on campus had never appeared again.

So Xu You very calmly cried once, allowing herself to think about Xie Ci.

The matter between her and Xie Ci always felt like it was very early. So early that memory was covered with a layer of dust, and she herself could barely remember clearly.

She always thought she had forgotten. But carrying a thermos to the boiling water room, occasionally passing by the basketball court, even sitting in a breakfast shop quietly eating alone, brushing past boys wearing white basketball jerseys—in these countless unimportant moments, she always recalled him.

As soon as a thought appeared in her mind, it spread uncontrollably.

During those days when she couldn’t let go, sometimes she would think about going to find him. But thinking too much made her uncomfortable, so she forced herself not to think anymore.

Until the fourth year without seeing him, Xu You graduated from undergraduate university. She stood under blue sky, white clouds, and green grass.

That day, the sunshine was just right.

Only then did she realize he was just like that summer of senior year.

Once he left, he would never come back.

Whether she was doing well or not, whether she had forgotten him or not, Xie Ci wouldn’t come back.

From the beginning, she shouldn’t have had unrealistic thoughts.

She shouldn’t have been so hard on herself for so many years.

There were also the most difficult days when she even planned to accept others’ feelings and saw a psychologist. She had tried and made many efforts. Until one evening, Fu Xueli called saying she was going abroad and asked if Xu You would come back.

Before hanging up, Fu Xueli finally said, Xie Ci came too.

That day she had just returned to the dorm after studying in the library. After hanging up, she sat on the flower bed beside the building. Without lights, she stared blankly in complete darkness for a long time. The lights in the distant dormitory building turned on one by one, then dimmed one by one.

Even the dorm auntie was urging—the dormitory curfew was about to close.

Only then did Xu You come back to her senses. Tears had unknowingly streamed down her entire face.

Then she suddenly understood.

No matter how hard she tried, it still wasn’t enough. Even deceiving herself that she was doing well wasn’t enough.

Everything related to him—even hearing about it made her heart ache. She was too foolish. How could liking someone in this world be so simple?

Later she met a senior who told her that people who fall because of emotions are all trash.

So Xu You always remembered.

Gentle but uncompromising, calmly and unhurriedly being strong, living her own life.

Her own life. A life without Xie Ci.



Chapter 60: Reunion
“What happened afterward?”

“Afterward…” She thought for a moment. “After he left, I left that city, then went to S City for university, then graduated…”

You Lele sat cross-legged on the bed, enthusiastically continuing to probe. “So what happened with you and your first love?”

“What do you mean ‘what happened’?” Xu You tilted her head, holding the hairdryer, her five fingers grasping and shaking her hair.

“Do you still have contact with him?”

After a few seconds, the roar of the hairdryer came to an abrupt halt. Xu You got up and unplugged the black cord.

“No.”

“None at all?” You Lele kept digging. If she hadn’t heard Xu You say it herself, she really couldn’t imagine that her seemingly well-behaved roommate had experienced such a vigorous youth.

“Well… there is some, I suppose.” Xu You paused a few seconds before answering. “He sent me letters.”

When she was in university, she often received postcards from various places.

Simple sentences written in black fountain pen. She recognized Xie Ci’s handwriting. Sometimes there wasn’t a single sentence—just blank space.

When it came to relationship experience, You Lele definitely had much more than Xu You, but truly none had left a deep impression on her. She suddenly seemed to remember something and had an epiphany: “I was wondering why you haven’t dated anyone even though you have plenty of pursuers. Could it be you can’t forget that person after all these years?”

Before Xu You could speak, You Lele thoughtfully sighed. “Eh… no wonder… What’s that saying? When you’re young, you can’t meet someone too stunning, right?”

“……..”

“Our café is planning a first love themed event recently. I feel like you could participate with this story. As the owner, I could make you the predetermined winner. Tempted?”

Xu You didn’t want to continue this topic, so she said, “I’m going on a business trip tomorrow. Handle dinner yourself.”

“Another business trip?!”

You Lele collapsed on the bed as if hearing terrible news, sighing toward the ceiling. “How is your news agency so busy? Business trips every few days…”

“There’s been a lot going on recently.”

Xu You picked up the laptop beside her to check work emails. She pressed the mouse and scrolled down.

Seeing Xu You working so seriously, You Lele sensibly didn’t continue to disturb her. She rolled around on the bed and took out her phone to chat on WeChat with her boyfriend.

On this side, after Xu You had been busy for a long time, she finally realized she was somewhat hungry.

“I’m going to the kitchen to make some noodles. Want some?” She closed her computer, stood up, and turned to ask You Lele.

You Lele’s gaze moved from her phone and glanced at her. “This late, you’re tempting me again.”

There weren’t many ingredients in the fridge. Both their tastes were on the lighter side. Xu You considered for a while and took out two eggs.

You Lele put down her phone and leaned against the counter edge, watching Xu You carefully chop scallions.

With some free time, the two chatted sporadically.

“Scallion and egg noodles?”

“Mm.”

“My mouth is practically drooling.” You Lele chuckled. “With your cooking skills, your future husband will be blessed.”

The water in the pot beside them started bubbling. Xu You glanced at it distractedly and instructed, “Put the dried noodles in.”

“By the way, when are you coming back?” You Lele put a chopstick of noodles in her mouth and mumbled incoherently from the heat. “Hiss, is there any vinegar?”

Xu You handed her the vinegar nearby. “Day after tomorrow. I’m driving—it’s not far.”

“Didn’t your car have problems last time? Did you get it fixed?”

“It’s fine.” Xu You finished eating first in a few bites, stood up to clean the dishes, and said, “I’m going to sleep. You should sleep early too. When you’re done eating, leave it on the table. I’ll clean up when I wake up tomorrow.”

“Wait, wait!” You Lele called out to Xu You. “I haven’t finished talking to you!”

“What is it?”

You Lele really couldn’t suppress her curiosity. “You still haven’t answered me. Is the reason you haven’t had a boyfriend these past few years because you can’t forget your first love?”

Xu You’s left hand held a water glass. Her bare feet stepped on the wooden floor as she frowned slightly. She knew that if she didn’t resolve this issue tonight, given You Lele’s personality, she would ask her a thousand times in the future.

“Whatever you want to ask, ask it all at once.”

“Actually about your breakup, I still don’t quite understand. Did he dump you or did you dump him?”

“Is that very important?”

You Lele poked at the noodles with her chopsticks. “Not really, I’m just very curious. You were so well-behaved back then—how did you end up together with him? Are all first loves especially unforgettable? Otherwise, why can’t you let go even now? When did you start to realize he was actually still very important to you?”

“He… to me?” Xu You leaned against the dining table, as if recalling something. She didn’t make a sound for quite a while.

If she absolutely had to pull out that period related to him, Xie Ci was perhaps an indescribable episode in her youth that she couldn’t forget later on either.

If she had to explain cause and effect—why she still remembered even now—she couldn’t say specifically.

It was probably because at that time, she truly liked him.

It was just that too many things happened then. Her capacity to endure was still limited, so she selectively and temporarily avoided her feelings for Xie Ci.

As for later…

“I don’t know either. Probably because none of the men I met later were as handsome as him?” Xu You answered with a smile, half-truthfully.

But who could say for certain about liking someone?

After so many years, Xu You had also thought about why she fell for Xie Ci back then.

Liked him so much that even though he left without saying goodbye, she could support that love alone for so long.

“Xu You, I didn’t expect you to look so refined yet be someone who judges by appearances. You’re making such bold claims—do you have photos?” You Lele wrinkled her nose. Combined with that messy short hair, she looked quite mischievous. “You know what? A friend told me that people who can’t forget their first love are generally very anxious inside. No wonder you’re so cold.”

Xu You pretended to be angry and glared at her. “You’re the cold one.”

—

After brushing her teeth in the morning, Xu You looked at herself in the mirror and paused in her movements.

After spacing out for a while, she bent down, scooped up a handful of cold water, and splashed it on her face, thinking in her mind.

How many years had it been…

How long does it take to erase the traces of a person’s existence?

One year, two years, or three years? Were six or seven years enough?

Perhaps it needed to be longer…

Why bring him up again? Xu You picked up the soft towel beside her, closed her eyes, and covered her face with it.

Last night at the convenience store buying things, through the glass, she saw a guy in a black jacket and T-shirt leaning outside smoking. Behind him, the endless stream of traffic on the road, neon lights lighting up one after another.

In just one second, memories violently crashed into her mind. Loneliness seemed to suddenly sweep through her entire body. Xu You thought of the night before last, sitting in the KTV, a friend holding a can of beer, sitting beside her and singing.

…

You shine for a moment

I’m dazzled for a lifetime

…

Xie Ci.

She wondered if he had taken good care of his dark eyes and picky stomach.

But it seemed someone said it right.

People who have cried while eating can keep going.

She could keep going.

—

To the neighboring city—just over an hour’s drive.

Xu You checked her things, left You Lele a note, and went out. The car reached the road and was waiting at a red light. The phone in her bag rang.

She answered while pressing down the car window.

The slightly cool breeze blew on her face, making her a bit more alert.

The caller was Zhang Lili, who was on the business trip with her. The two exchanged a few casual words. The light turned green, and Xu You hung up.

But she really fell victim to You Lele’s jinx—just as the car was about to get on the highway, the warning light on the dashboard lit up. An abnormal noise came from somewhere.

Xu You didn’t dare drive too far. Nervously, she slowed down and randomly found a nearby 4S shop to stop.

She didn’t know what day it was, but the shop was especially crowded.

Seeing Xu You come in, a staff member came forward. “Hello, miss. Is there anything you need?”

“My car broke down. Can you fix it for me now?”

“I’m sorry, miss. Do you have an appointment?”

“No…”

“It’s like this—our shop is very busy today and can’t spare anyone. Can you wait a while?”

“How long would I have to wait?”

The staff member showed a troubled expression. “Um… that depends on the situation.”

Xu You raised her wrist to check her watch and nodded. “Never mind then. I have something this afternoon… I’m pressed for time.”

Just as she turned around, she was stopped by a surprised male voice.

“—Hey hey hey, wait!!”

Xu You turned her head to see a somewhat unfamiliar man quickly rushing toward her.

“Xu You?!” That man excitedly called out her name.

Seeing Xu You’s blank expression, clearly not remembering who he was, that man became even more excited, loudly introducing himself. “Top student! I’m Li Xiaoqiang! Do you remember me?! We were in the same class before!!”

“……”

“Really no impression at all?”

“………”

Although she still couldn’t remember, seeing his appearance, Xu You couldn’t help but laugh.

She smiled very faintly, lips curving up slightly.

The clerk standing on the side said with a smile, “So you’re the boss’s classmate.”

“Why are you just standing there? Go pour some water!” Li Xiaoqiang urged.

Hearing this, Xu You quickly waved her hand. “No need. I still have something to do. I’ll leave after fixing my car.”

“What’s wrong with your car?” Li Xiaoqiang said attentively. “How about this—leave your car at the shop to fix, and I’ll treat you to a meal?”

“Your shop seems pretty busy. I have a business trip this afternoon. I’ll go find a place to fix the car first, and we can contact each other when I get back, okay?”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Our shop can—” Halfway through his words, Li Xiaoqiang suddenly stopped.

After a long pause, he spoke again. “Oh right, if you’re in a hurry, I’ll take you to a nearby shop to fix it. They probably aren’t busy.”

The ‘shop’ Li Xiaoqiang mentioned wasn’t far. Xu You’s car had problems and she didn’t dare drive too fast, so she nervously followed behind that black Mercedes.

After a few turns at the intersection, they stopped.

Xu You parked the car properly, opened the door, got out, and surveyed the repair shop before her.

There wasn’t even a proper sign. The outside wall was casually spray-painted with a few Xs and Ys in black paint. The rolling shutter at the main entrance was half-pulled down. Inside was all gray cement floor. The walls weren’t painted either—it looked more like an abandoned warehouse converted into a car repair shop.

Xu You followed behind Li Xiaoqiang, looking around.

Several large fans overhead slowly rotated with a whooshing sound. Only after entering did she discover the space inside was actually quite large. Speaking a few words seemed to produce an echo. Various modified cars she didn’t recognize were parked randomly everywhere.

They had barely taken two steps when Li Xiaoqiang’s phone rang. His ringtone was “Lady Luxury” by the Phoenix Legend, and the volume was especially loud. He glanced at the caller ID and quickly walked to the side to answer.

Xu You stood alone in place, bored, looking around. She wondered silently… How could this repair shop not even have an employee come out to receive customers?

Just as she was thinking this, two people opened a door to the side and walked out. One of the men was dressed very fastidiously—suit pants and pointed leather shoes. He had both hands in his pockets, wearing dark sunglasses, completely out of place here.

After walking two steps, Lu Hanxiao stopped and said to the person beside him, “Oh right, also do a pink topcoat.”

“Yes, Mr. Lu.” That person nodded.

“Then stud the rearview mirror frame with rhinestones.”

“……..”

Lu Hanxiao lowered his head slightly, sliding his sunglasses down that straight nose bridge, his eyes glancing over. “Call your best craftsman here.”

“……..” That person’s expression was a bit stiff. “Mr. Lu, I’m really sorry… everyone here is quite young…”

“Huh?”

Lu Hanxiao frowned. “Then have your boss do it, okay?” He didn’t dare make mistakes. This car was for his young lady, only because she had casually mentioned once seeing a very pretty pink convertible at the school gate.

Later during a meal, he mentioned this to a friend. The friend slapped his thigh and told him: “Let me recommend a shop to you. It’s a bit far, but many of my racing friends like to get repairs at that shop. But it seems quite hard to get an appointment.”

“Our boss generally doesn’t work on this type of car… depends on his mood.”

Lu Hanxiao laughed and continued walking forward. “Still depends on mood—your boss isn’t that old but has quite a temper, huh? Fine, I’ll come pick up the car later. Do it well.”

Xu You silently moved her feet to the side to let them pass. She quietly stayed to the side until someone came forward to inquire.

“Hello, miss… are you here to?”

Xu You quickly said, “Oh, I’m here to fix my car. Do you have time?”

“Fix a car?!” That person seemed choked. “The Audi A4 parked outside?”

Seeing his somewhat shocked expression, Xu You was baffled. “Ah… yes. Don’t you repair cars here? My friend brought me…”

“Uh… we do repair them, but we…”

“—We can fix it, we can fix it. We can fix any car.”

Someone beside them suddenly interrupted their conversation. Li Xiaoqiang had just hung up the phone and rushed over, telling that man with an “iron cannot be made into steel” tone, “A’Li, what nonsense are you saying!”

Dropping the ball at the critical moment!

A’Li was pulled to the side.

“Brother Qiang, what’s going on?”

Li Xiaoqiang’s eyes were full of expectation. “Where’s Brother Ci?”

He couldn’t wait to see what Xie Ci’s reaction would be when he saw Xu You. He might as well take out his phone later to photograph it and post it in the class group chat.

“Still sleeping probably, but he’ll be up soon.”

“Pulled an all-nighter again?”

“Not sure.”

“Go wake him up now. Just tell him, if he doesn’t come out, he’ll regret it for the rest of his life.”

“Seriously?” A’Li was really confused. Before leaving, he asked again, “That’s pretty scary to say.”

“Won’t scare you to death.”

A’Li suddenly had a flash of insight and glanced at that fair and tender woman. “This one, Brother Ci knew her before?”

“More than knew her. Move fast.” Li Xiaoqiang urged.

All the way, A’Li pondered in his mind. He went up to the second floor and was just about to knock on the door when it was pulled open from inside.

The man who emerged looked exhausted, his complexion not very good. He had a freshly lit cigarette between his lips. His eyes were narrow and pitch black, but heavy shadows beneath them.

“Ci… Brother Ci.” A’Li stepped back. “Brother Qiang said there’s someone downstairs you know.”

Xie Ci casually ruffled his hair.

He held the cigarette in his mouth, hands propped on the railing, and asked unclearly, “Where?”

“There.” A’Li pointed in a direction. “Standing in Area A9.”

Then, after a few seconds.

A’Li watched his usually unflappable boss’s face suddenly change.

—

Xu You was in a hurry and couldn’t help taking out her phone to check the time again. Just as she locked the screen, Zhang Lili’s call came through.

Either it was noisy over there or the signal was bad—the voice was unclear.

“Where are you? I can’t hear you.” Xu You moved to a different spot.

Seemingly having changed locations, the voice suddenly became much clearer and louder. Zhang Lili asked, “Have you arrived at X City?”

“Not yet. I’m still getting my car fixed. It suddenly broke down.”

“How about this—I’ll come pick you up. I’ve already made the appointment. We can have dinner together tonight when you arrive?”

“Wait, let me see if the car can be fixed first.”

Over these years because of work, no matter where she went, she would subconsciously look around and remember details.

This place was clearly not an ordinary repair shop—it had two floors. Not much decoration, reeking of paint, repair tools placed randomly, walls the simplest white, like an abandoned factory converted.

The iron gate was wide open with several hanging lights suspended. Looking around, all luxury cars were parked, but this repair shop was really decorated quite plainly.

She thought distractedly.

—

Sensing Xie Ci’s abnormality, A’Li didn’t know what to feel.

He silently waited on the side without making a sound, watching to see when Xie Ci would snap out of it.

The face of that woman downstairs flashed through his mind.

He had just seen her up close. She shouldn’t be very old, a bare face without makeup, beautiful features.

Not the ubiquitous pointy chin but a very classical oval face, which instead had an indescribable clean temperament. Her voice was also low and soft.

However, there had been various rumors before about why Xie Ci hadn’t had any women around him these past few years.

At first, everyone thought Xie Ci was used to being casual and didn’t like being controlled.

But as time passed, many people later discovered Xie Ci really didn’t seem interested in women.

His family had money and he could afford to play with anything, plus he had handsome looks. Often quite a few people would tactfully inquire about what type he liked.

But no one knew for certain—there were all sorts of messy claims. However, his fair-weather friends all concluded one thing: Xie Ci particularly went for women who were a bit quiet and gentle.

A bit quiet?

A bit gentle…

A light bulb suddenly went off in A’Li’s mind.

“—Brother Ci.”

Someone nearby rushed over, around thirty years old, face full of helplessness. “The car sent to Huayun this morning was returned.”

Xie Ci’s voice was very low, clearly distracted, eyes looking elsewhere. “Why?”

“They want the color resprayed.”

Cheng Fei was also a bit speechless. That Huayun CEO—the person seemed quiet but turned out to have a lot of demands. Their employee came over saying their CEO Chen’s girlfriend didn’t like the spray-painted color, so they sent it back for changes.

If it weren’t for their big connections, he would have almost blurted out sarcastically: Should we spray a photo of CEO Chen’s girlfriend on the car too?

But the people below also had it hard, saying their boss wanted to please his girlfriend. Besides the color, the seats also needed adjustment—uncomfortable for sleeping.

Uncomfortable for sleeping…

Might as well say uncomfortable for having sex.

Getting a car modified just for car sex. Cheng Fei thought of the brief encounter with their boss before, though they had barely chatted. But that cold face—really couldn’t tell that guy was so horny.

“So much bullshit.” Xie Ci threw the unfinished cigarette on the ground and casually commented. He lowered his eyes and stepped on it. There seemed to be shadows under his eyelids. “Get someone to do it.”

“Oh right, A’Li.” Xie Ci turned his head.

“Mm?”

“Don’t let her leave.” His tone was very light.

Who this “her” was, A’Li didn’t dare ask much. He could only knowingly nod.

After giving instructions, Xie Ci quickly headed back to his room. Gone was his usual lazy appearance—even his back showed an inexplicably urgent air.

The door was half-open. One could still vaguely see the room was full of carelessly thrown clothes, with several empty wine bottles rolled on the floor.

—

After entering the room, Xie Ci took a breath.

After sitting for a while, he looked at the calendar on the desk, picked up a pen, and marked today’s date with a stroke.

Then he started spacing out again.

Just now looking from behind, Xu You had grown taller. Her hair was neither long nor short, just falling to her shoulders.

Soft, with a bit of endearingly messy.

He casually bit open the cap of a red wine glass on the bedside table and tilted his head back to pour a few mouthfuls down his throat.



Chapter 61: Memories
“Is it inconvenient at your friend’s place?” After waiting for quite a while, Xu You said to Li Xiaoqiang beside her.

Although she didn’t usually pay much attention to cars, those sports cars casually placed on low stands were obviously not cheap goods that ordinary people could afford.

And this place didn’t look like a simple repair shop at all.

Not far away, several men sat on car hoods smoking and chatting. The remaining few, either standing or sitting, didn’t look like ordinary laborers at all.

Because a while ago there was an accident where a top-tier supercar crashed into a barrier somewhere, a colleague of Xu You’s went to the scene for follow-up coverage. Later, when researching materials to write the news article, that colleague had mentioned it to Xu You once or twice, casually lamenting.

Some rich second-generation kids spent lavishly on cars—if something major happened, casual repairs started at a million.

Xu You recalled some pictures and finally understood that work staff member’s shocked expression when she said she came to repair an Audi.

She glanced at this old classmate she hadn’t seen in ages. “Let’s not trouble your friend. I’ll have my colleague come pick me up later.”

After saying goodbye to Li Xiaoqiang, Xu You sensibly prepared to leave.

“What’s wrong? You’re not fixing your car?”

Li Xiaoqiang thought she was worried about the price and explained, “It’s fine, don’t leave yet. Don’t worry about the price. I’m acquaintances with the owner here. I’ll get you the lowest discount—guaranteed satisfaction.”

“It’s not about the price. I’m a bit pressed for time right now.”

Just as she lifted her foot to leave, someone from not far away rushed over anxiously to stop her.

“—Miss, wait!”

A’Li wiped away imaginary sweat and handed Xu You a form. “Miss, fill this out and we can fix it for you right now. You can tell us any performance requirements you have for the car. We guarantee your satisfaction.”

“Ah? No need to trouble yourselves. I’m not here to modify my car.” Xu You quickly waved her hand. “I have something to do later. Let’s talk about it next time.”

Li Xiaoqiang glanced at A’Li and gave him a look.

A’Li persisted enthusiastically. “No, the main thing is, since you’re already here, we can’t let you make a wasted trip, right?”

“Really, it’s fine. I came by on the way.”

Xu You smiled helplessly. Seeing he wasn’t very old, she asked casually, “Are you still in school?”

“Me? I haven’t been in school for ages, hehe.”

“Why not? You’re still so young. What about your family?”

“My parents passed away long ago. I only have my older sister at home—she’s in university.” A’Li scratched his head.

A’Li’s full name was Xu Li.

He used to be a small-time punk. His parents died early and his relatives were poor. To support his sister through school, he’d even fought in underground boxing matches—did everything, been to both hospitals and police stations. Until later he met Xie Ci, who was like a benefactor in his life.

Who taught him a skill to make a living.

Xu You realized her occupational hazard was acting up again. She quickly stopped and apologized. “Sorry, because of work I asked a few extra questions. Don’t mind it.”

“Work?” A’Li blinked and saw the work badge hanging on Xu You’s neck, immediately reacting. “So you’re a reporter!”

“Mm.”

“Your name is Xu You?” A’Li raised his voice. “What a coincidence—I’m also surnamed Xu! Our boss says he’s especially fated with people surnamed Xu. If you get your car fixed today, a discount is guaranteed!”

His sweet talk made Xu You laugh. “Really?”

What a strange fate.

“Yeah, yeah! How about this?” A’Li caught up, saying earnestly, “I’ll get you a yearly membership card. The price is negotiable.”

“…..”

“Does twenty percent off work for you? Or fifty percent? It’s all fine—whatever makes you happy.”

“……”

Li Xiaoqiang looked at A’Li speechlessly, thinking when had people here ever begged to repair cars for others…

“A’Li, don’t you know better? Why are you even talking about money? The young lady in front of you is your boss’s old classmate. Back then—” Li Xiaoqiang didn’t know what he thought of and immediately shut his mouth.

He secretly regretted… Oh no… he’d let it slip.

But fortunately, Xu You hadn’t heard clearly. She only caught the word “classmate.”

Li Xiaoqiang had just breathed a sigh of relief.

When A’Li beside him loudly said, “So you’re Brother Ci’s former classmate! No wonder!”

Xu You froze, turned her face to ask, “…Who?”

“—Me.”

Time had passed so quickly. This casually spoken sentence, the familiar yet distant voice, almost made her unable to recognize it.

But only almost.

Xu You’s back stiffened. Hearing the voice, she quickly turned her head and suddenly met a pair of pitch-black eyes.

The overhead light, half-open window, a bit of wind.

And him, who seemed to have never changed.

Xie Ci stood by a car not far away, hands in his pockets, still tall and thin. He wore a blue crew-neck T-shirt, exposing most of his collarbones. She didn’t know how long he’d been standing behind her.

To say her heart wasn’t stirred at all would be a lie. Xu You’s mind went blank. In that moment, she seemed to return to many years ago, the first time she saw him in Class 9.

Golden sunlight falling on the desk edge, white draft paper and ballpoint pen. Him holding his school uniform, stopped at her side, carelessly picking up the draft paper.

Her reaction was slow.

For an instant, she couldn’t tell if this was reality or a dream.

“Xu You…?” When he called out this name, he was even nervous enough to swallow, his Adam’s apple rolling slightly.

Then the two fell into silent silence. Under the oppressive, stifling atmosphere, it was as if the next second would erupt in shocking waves.

Sensing this off atmosphere, A’Li’s gaze shifted back and forth between the two, not daring to breathe heavily.

Before long, Xie Ci was the first to break. He pressed his lips tightly, his gaze flustered. Out of habit, he pulled out another cigarette to hold in his hand, only to discover his fingers were shaking—he couldn’t hold it at all.

There were people all around. The guys glanced back and forth at Xie Ci and Xu You, laughing. “So you know each other? No wonder A’Ci stared at her for so long just now. I fucking thought he’d seen a beauty and couldn’t walk, love at first sight and all.”

“Hahahahaha fucking love at first sight.”

“Pretty capable, huh?”

There’s a phrase for it.

Oh right… like a lifetime had passed.

“Xie Ci, long time no see.” Xu You finally came back to her senses, as if she’d remembered him. Her fingers dug hard into her palm, but her face wore a smile, shallow dimples at the corners of her lips. “Your hair is still black.”

Hearing this, Xie Ci didn’t dare move. Even his eye sockets were forced red by these words.

Has anyone said this before?

Only when you meet that person you haven’t seen in so long face-to-face do you realize how deep your longing is, how real the suffering from missing them has been.

Xu You pretended not to see his expression and withdrew the look on her face. Her eyes moved away as she nodded at Xie Ci. “I’ll go first then. We can talk more when there’s time later.”

She stepped back half a step, turned around, and prepared to leave.

Yes, that’s it.

She couldn’t say even one more word to him.

She also couldn’t smile and exchange pleasantries with him casually like an ordinary friend.

Afraid of saying too much and making mistakes, and afraid she couldn’t control her emotions, so she instinctively just wanted to escape.

“Tsk tsk.”

A man in a leather jacket slowly poured some water into his cup and stubbed out his cigarette in it. “Finally got to see it.”

Someone beside him asked quietly, “See what?”

“What else?” The leather-jacketed man lifted one corner of his lips. “That person Song Yifan always mentioned to me—the one you can’t bring up with Xie Ci.”

“What did he say again?” He recalled the phrasing in his mind. “As long as he’s drunk, if you mention it, he’s guaranteed to go crazy. No one can hold him back.”

“…..”

With words having reached this point, the others all understood.

“When was this? So deeply engraved in his bones.”

“Sophomore year? Seems like it. I heard about it.”

“Fuck, A’Ci’s so young, can’t tell he fell so early. No wonder.”

“It’s a good thing.” Someone laughed. “Thought he was going to be single for life. Hasn’t his beloved girl appeared now?”

—

Walking several dozen meters outside the repair shop, Xu You looked up at the sky. Dark clouds pressed down. Near the highway entrance here, there weren’t many buildings, making it seem somewhat desolate. The tree branches beside her were blown sideways by the wind. She took a deep breath. Her feet felt like they were filled with lead.

Xu You took out her phone, head lowered, standing by the roadside. She called Zhang Lili and sent her location on WeChat.

The surroundings were utterly quiet, the sound of wind whistling darkly. Gradually, raindrops fell from the leaves into the mud. Drip drop drip drop.

Suddenly, a thunderously roaring sports car swept past her. Xu You’s head hung extremely low, the hair on both sides of her cheeks even lifted by the wind.

She walked along the deserted road, not knowing what she was thinking in her mind, aimlessly walking and waiting for a passing taxi.

However, dark clouds pressing down were a precursor to a storm. Once it began, the rain势 couldn’t be stopped anymore, pouring down in a clatter, catching people off guard.

Not far ahead was a platform where she could temporarily shelter from the rain. Xu You walked faster. When she turned around, Xie Ci was already only ten steps away from her.

A few strands of Xu You’s hair stuck to her cheeks. Her frame was slender—the consequence of being soaked through was that her half-cotton-linen clothes clung completely to her skin.

Semi-transparent color, her body’s curves faintly visible.

She stamped her feet, arms hugging herself, hiding under the glass eave only one meter long.

Not far away, Xie Ci just stood quietly like that in the pouring rain.

In fact, meeting again after so long apart wasn’t earth-shattering at all.

It was just not knowing what to do, what could be done.

The storm grew heavier and heavier until rainwater slid down her eyelids and her vision nearly blurred. Xu You asked a question. “Do you want to come over and shelter from the rain?”

Her voice was very small, almost drowned in the rainwater.

Xie Ci remained silent the whole time. After a while, he shook his head. “No need.”

He called out her name.

Xu You didn’t know where she was looking, or perhaps wasn’t looking anywhere. “Xie Ci, you don’t seem to have changed much these past few years.”

“Really?” Xie Ci hesitated. “I’m still pretty handsome, right?”

Seeing she didn’t speak, Xie Ci asked again, feigning ease, “You haven’t changed either. How have you been?”

The two conversed like reunited friends—calm and ordinary.

He’d finally learned that set of adult pleasantries too, treating her like a long-unseen old classmate.

The past was completely without resentment.

Xu You’s heart suddenly felt somewhat sour, but she said nothing.

On such an empty road, why weren’t any taxis passing by? The wind was strong, blowing rain onto her body. Xu You’s fingers were ice-cold.

She tightly gripped the phone in her pocket.

Suddenly, a loud crash startled both of them. The standing metal advertising board beside them was swept up by the strong wind and, in the blink of an eye, violently slapped down just meters from Xu You.

She reflexively dodged to the side. Fortunately, she reacted quickly—it only hit her shoulder. Before she could stand steady, Xie Ci pulled her over in one motion, and she stumbled several steps.

His tone was anxious as he gripped her shoulders, asking several times, “Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?”

Such an intimate action made her feel uncomfortable.

Xu You felt a bit awkward and stepped back two paces, maintaining some distance from him. “I’m fine. I’m okay.”

Xie Ci immediately realized and let go. “Sorry.”

The way people interacted was strange. Even without feelings, they still retained their habitual way of getting along.

“It’s fine.” She shook her head.

“Xu You, I’m sorry.” Xie Ci’s voice was hoarse as he repeated it once more.

His apology’s meaning was unclear, so this time Xu You didn’t respond.

But her heart couldn’t help but feel a cowardly sadness welling up. So dealing with feelings was really too troublesome.

A sour bitterness surged in Xu You’s throat. She said while breathing deeply, “It’s fine.”

Having been separated for so long, he really seemed not to have changed at all—he still didn’t know how to control his emotions. Happy, he smiled; angry, he frowned. Even his unhappy appearance was identical.

But Xu You was no longer the Xu You of before. She was no longer that girl who only knew how to study back then. She had grown up too, encountered society, and worked hard to adapt. Even every day, she had to spend a lot of time socializing with others.

Time had been lenient with him but hadn’t spared her.

This rain suddenly fell so heavily, sweeping across the entire world, as if only they remained.

Suddenly she remembered student days, when Xu You had just transferred to the neighboring city. It was summer, right at dismissal time, when the sky suddenly dropped a heavy rainstorm, trapping her in the corridor, hugging her books waiting for the rain to stop.

Xie Ci had sat on the window ledge not far from her, also accompanying her like this.

Except back then he had talked a lot, much more than now.

Thinking of the past, her heart suddenly pulled. It wasn’t obvious pain, but what sudden sadness was there? It had actually always been in her heart.

Collecting her emotions, she forced out a reluctant smile, responding perfunctorily, “You should go back. I still have something to do later. When there’s time in the future… I’ll treat you to a meal.”

—

**[Extra 1]**

Summer vacation.

Xu You was lazy by nature and stayed home the whole time doing homework, refusing anyone’s invitations to go out. After several days like this, she got sick from the air conditioning—both coughing and with a sore throat.

It happened that in two days was the class reunion. She wore long sleeves and long pants, receiving a huge wave of shocked looks.

“Xu You, did you come from the Arctic? My god.” Song Yifan pointed at her and cried out in shock. Immediately the private room filled with his hahahahaha and goose-like cackling laughter until finally he lost his voice.

Because of this, a large portion of the gazes in the private room swished over, instantly concentrating on her.

What was so funny…

After standing stiffly in place for two seconds, Xu You was embarrassed and didn’t know what to do when the door beside her was suddenly pulled open.

Inside, some boys were playing poker and had also heard the commotion, craning their necks to look outside.

Xie Ci had just withdrawn from the card game, one hand on the doorknob, the other propped on the doorframe. He first lazily looked Xu You over for two seconds, then his gaze shifted as he asked with a half-smile, “Yo, bullying my wife?”

No one spoke.

Xie Ci suddenly shouted at Song Yifan, “Song Yifan!”

“Present!” A resounding response.

“Strike a pose and get out of my sight!” As Xie Ci spoke, he released the doorknob, walked forward, and pulled Xu You over.

She resisted a bit and dodged.

The remaining people clapped loudly, whistling and laughing, “Fuck, Xie Ci protecting his wife.”

Song Yifan shouted, “A’Ci, have you no humanity…”

It wasn’t mealtime yet, so few people sat at the dining table. Xu You pulled over a chair and sat down, then someone took a seat beside her.

She was too lazy to care and directly unloaded her backpack.

“Teacher Xu, are you here to lecture or eat? You even brought a backpack?”

When he called her, she propped her elbow on the table and covered her ears.

Damn.

Xie Ci propped his chin with one hand, his long legs brazenly stretched toward her, head tilted as he inquired, “You’re not still mad at me, are you?”

Xu You ignored him.

“I just, last time I kissed you a bit too long—”

He deliberately raised his voice.

“Shut up!” Xu You quickly covered his mouth with her hand, palm against lips. After making eye contact with Xie Ci for two seconds, she reacted first and hurriedly withdrew her hand.

“Don’t talk nonsense.” With so many people here, she didn’t dare speak too loudly to attract others’ attention, so she could only scold him quietly.

He didn’t respond. For a moment, it became quiet.

Xie Ci just looked at her like that, body not moving, not knowing what he wanted to do. It was just that his roguish manner, whether smiling or not, made people feel he was bad.

Just when she was being stared at uncomfortably, Fu Xueli appeared from somewhere.

Xu You secretly breathed a sigh of relief in her heart.

Fu Xueli came to get summer homework—it was in Xu You’s backpack, a huge pile of test papers.

While Xu You was looking down searching, Fu Xueli chatted idly with Xie Ci on the side.

“Xie Ci, what did you do to get so dark?”

Summer vacation hadn’t been long, but Xie Ci’s originally fair skin had already tanned to almost only one shade lighter than Song Yifan, close to dark wheat color.

Her voice carried a hint of disbelief. “I thought you couldn’t tan no matter what!”

Xie Ci kept his head down, playing with the teacup lid in his hand, saying carelessly, “Playing basketball.”

“Playing basketball can make you this dark?”

He curled one corner of his lips, noncommittal.

Xu You found the papers and handed them to her. Fu Xueli took them. Before leaving, she teased again, “You didn’t go play basketball in the sky, did you?”

“…….”

Her words made Xu You unable to hold back—she laughed with a poof.

Xie Ci kept his head turned looking at her.

Having just walked for ages in the scorching heat while wearing long sleeves, her entire neck was covered in fine beads of sweat.

He reached out his hand. His fingertips had just touched when she sensitively flinched and turned to glare angrily.

Xie Ci absentmindedly withdrew his hand, then suddenly grabbed the decorative bunny ear on her clothes and pulled it toward himself.

“What are you doing?” Xu You was a bit angry.

They had argued a few days ago, and she’d been ignoring him since. Now here, he was starting to get handsy again.

“Xu You…” After Xie Ci called her name in a low voice, he tilted his head and suddenly leaned in to kiss her without warning.

Xu You’s eyes and hands were quick—her hand blocked against her lips.

He directly kissed her palm and even smiled.

The exhaled hot breath scalded her with a tremor. Xu You pushed away the person in front of her, bit her lip to hide her face. “I have a cold.”

“It’s fine, together then.”

“……”

Seeing Xu You rendered speechless, Xie Ci laughed again.

Damn.

How is my girlfriend so cute?

A million times cuter than pink cotton candy and white little bunnies.

**[Extra 2]**

These past years, Xu You followed Xie Ci back to the neighboring city for New Year.

The day before New Year’s Eve. In the evening, light snow was still falling, red lanterns hung everywhere on the streets.

After eating dinner with family, Xie Ci drove, taking Xu You to the riverside where they’d watched fireworks for the first time.

The buildings in that area had almost all been demolished, leaving only one love bridge.

The car randomly found a place to stop.

Xu You pushed open the car door first and got out. Clear, cold air rushed in head-on, cold enough to make her shoulders hunch. She pulled up her wool scarf to cover the lower half of her face and stamped her feet in place.

Xie Ci turned off the engine and got out, keys in hand. Just then a bone-chilling cold wind blew. He shivered from the cold and exhaled a puff of white mist. “Fuck, why is it so cold by the river?”

Xu You stood not far away, only her pair of moist black eyes exposed, looking at him lightly. “Serves you right. Who told you to wear so little?”

A habit he’d never changed since childhood—stubborn as hell. No matter how cold the winter, he wouldn’t wear down jackets. Wouldn’t wear long underwear even if you killed him.

He’d been like this in high school. Back then Xu You would sit in her seat hugging a hot water bottle, and every time she saw him wandering around in front of her in a black jacket, she felt cold for him.

Xie Ci wore a blue sweater and black jacket. He grinned and spread his arms. “Wife, come quick and hug me.”

Xu You didn’t move. After staring at each other for a while, she still compromised and walked over. She unwound the scarf from around her neck circle by circle, preparing to wrap it around him.

Xie Ci suddenly leaned close without warning, tilted his head, kissed Xu You’s ice-cold cheek once, then suddenly hugged her tight.

After walking against the cold wind on the bridge for a while, once accustomed to it, they didn’t feel that cold anymore.

Leaning against the love bridge railing, gazing at the distant night scene, voices and lights floating. Xu You remembered something from before.

“Xie Ci, do you remember when we came here before? We also hung a lock on this bridge.”

This love bridge had a legend—blessed by the Matchmaker God for thousands of years. As long as lovers in love came here to hang a lock, they would never separate. Even if they separated, this lifetime they were destined to be entangled together, never apart, until they personally unlocked that lock.

Xie Ci turned his head to look at her. “I remember.” The cold wind blew his soft black hair.

She looked at the lake water and lights, sighing, “In a blink, so many years have passed.”

She just felt that the days together with him, morning and evening, all passed very quickly.

“Xie Ci.” She called his name.

Xie Ci looked into the distance, responding casually, “Mm.”

“I gave you the key to the lock. Are you still keeping it?”

He had a moment of hesitation. “The key?”

“You lost it.” Xu You wasn’t surprised, her tone consistently calm.

Xie Ci immediately retorted, “No I didn’t!”

So they didn’t continue this topic. She didn’t ask again either.

Walking down from the bridge, several wintersweet trees were planted by the riverside. On the bitterly cold winter night, some small yellow flowers still remained on the branches.

Xu You stopped walking, randomly chose one, and leaned close to smell its fragrance.

Xie Ci stood behind her, reached out his arms, and extremely naturally encircled her in his embrace, getting clingy inch by inch.

“There are many people. Let go of me.” Xu You wanted to remove his hand from her waist, but he反握住her wrist instead.

Xie Ci’s fingertips were ice-cold. He kissed her earlobe with his lips and asked lightly, “Xu You, are you angry?”

“No.”

“The key didn’t get lost.”

“…….”

He’d thrown it away deliberately. After carving their names, the instant Xu You turned around, Xie Ci had tossed the key into the river.

He’d known even then that he would probably never like another girl for the rest of his life.

Later it really was for a lifetime.



Chapter 62: High School Classmate
Li Xiaoqiang was still chatting with A’Li when, from the corner of his eye, he spotted Xie Ci walking in through the rolling shutter door.

He was completely soaked through, still dripping with water. His expression looked terrible.

Li Xiaoqiang checked the time—a full half hour. He grumbled internally, then watched as Xie Ci strode directly toward him.

He extended his hand. “Give me the car keys.”

Li Xiaoqiang let out a confused sound, not understanding, unable to resist scrutinizing Xie Ci’s expression.

“Xu You’s.” He frowned, too lazy to say another word.

“You drive the car in.” Xie Ci had just finished ordering A’Li when, less than half a minute later, he changed his mind.

“Forget it, don’t touch it.”

He irritably ran his hand through his hair, ran upstairs to change out of his wet clothes. After cleaning himself up, he went to grab an umbrella and headed out to retrieve Xu You’s car parked on the street.

Never had they seen him so particular—the group exchanged bewildered glances.

A buddy came over to inquire with the informed Li Xiaoqiang, “That Audi outside, is that Brother Ci’s…?”

The sentence trailed off halfway. Li Xiaoqiang nodded vigorously like a bobblehead, and then everyone understood.

That ordinary, low-key black Audi slowly drove in. It stopped in the very center of the repair shop, completely out of place next to the row of top-tier sports cars parked alongside it.

The engine shut off. Xie Ci leaned back in the passenger seat for a long time without getting out. He just sat there in a daze, lost in thought.

Finally, Li Xiaoqiang couldn’t stand it anymore and opened the car door, preparing to call out to him.

The car carried a fragrance of soap mixed with jasmine.

A woman’s scent.

Before he could say anything, Xie Ci’s eyes shot over. His brows knitted together. “Fuck off. Move your hand, don’t touch it.”

Who pissed you off? Look at that temper.

Li Xiaoqiang’s hand froze on the car door. “Fine, fine, fine—I won’t touch it, okay?”

Later, when Xie Ci started repairing the car, someone tried to help, only to be immediately pushed aside.

A’Li came over too. Standing to one side, he said in shock, “Bro, you’re actually doing it yourself? But can you even fix this kind of minor problem properly?”

People crowded around him, purely to watch the spectacle.

Others tried to help too.

Xie Ci turned his head to look at them. “Don’t you have any sense? None of you fucking touch it!”

The crowd: “……”

Look how precious you’re treating it.

—

“I watched for quite a while just now.” Zhang Lili turned the steering wheel, changing lanes. This was a highway entrance—she didn’t dare be careless and turned on the turn signal.

Xu You sat in the passenger seat, quietly gazing out the window, not responding.

Seeing her completely soaked, still dripping with water, her clothes clinging tightly to her body, Zhang Lili worried she’d catch a cold. She turned on the air conditioning and glanced at the rearview mirror. “You should change your clothes.”

Xu You took a moment to react. “Oh, right, my clothes are still in the car.”

“Are you leaving your car at that shop to be repaired? What about the things inside?”

“…We’ll see.” Xu You wearily rubbed her forehead. “I’ll just buy a set when we get to X City later.” She was utterly exhausted right now, really too lazy to go back and face him.

“Why didn’t you go back to your car to get your things before leaving?” Zhang Lili’s gaze drifted over her. “Are you planning to go on this business trip with just your phone?”

“…….”

Seeing her silence, Zhang Lili sensed something was off. She thought back to the scene she’d just witnessed.

That man had stood with Xu You in the rain for so long—clearly their relationship wasn’t simple. Zhang Lili was a girl with a strong love of gossip, so she pressed curiously, “That man just now, what’s your relationship with him?”

“High school classmate.”

“Just classmates, that simple? I don’t believe it.” She obviously didn’t buy it.

Xu You looked at the torrential rain outside the window, momentarily dazed, but quickly covered it up.

“When I went down to pick you up, I got a close look at him. He’s actually quite handsome. What kind of classmate is he to you?” Zhang Lili seemed very interested in Xie Ci.

Not knowing why she’d suddenly gotten so curious, Xu You could only deflect: “High school classmate.”

“What kind of person is he?”

“Not a good one.” Xu You paused, turning her face toward the side window. “Back in our school, he and a group of others strutted around everywhere. Fighting, causing trouble—he had a hand in all of it.”

“A bad boy, huh? Those are always popular with young girls, aren’t they?” Zhang Lili thought back to her own girlhood’s rosy fantasies. She smiled and shook her head, sighing. “Why didn’t I meet such a handsome delinquent in my high school?”

Xu You neither confirmed nor denied it, saying nothing.

And then they stopped discussing the topic.

In the end, Zhang Lili still drove her back to the repair shop. That Audi couldn’t be driven on the road, so it had to stay there. Without greeting anyone, Xu You simply gathered her basic belongings and got into Zhang Lili’s car to leave.

This business trip wasn’t long, and the distance wasn’t far either.

They had an appointment with the boss of an information technology company in Hecheng to do a feature column report on the theme of entrepreneurship. The boss was born in the 1990s—after graduation, he’d worked hard on his own and single-handedly brought this company into the market.

That evening at the hotel, Xu You sat at her computer organizing materials.

Keywords… employment, career choice, entrepreneurship.

“This man Li Chao is quite inspiring.” Zhang Lili held a cup of water, leaning against the wall behind her to comment.

“Not only inspiring, he seems to be a good man too, very good to his current wife.” Zhang Lili finished supplementing, thought for a moment, then said meaningfully, “Xu You, would you say this counts as standard equipment for a successful man?”

“Don’t know.”

Xu You focused on her work.

“That kind of man who’s been through life’s trials and has determination.” Zhang Lili’s voice lowered. “Sigh… doing our line of work, we see a lot, and only then do we realize that good men really aren’t rare—we just haven’t met them ourselves.”

“……”

The record-keeping reached its final stage. Xu You typed out the last line.

【Do the right thing, then do things right.】

Then closed the computer.

She’d been caught in the rain today and had run into Xie Ci—body and mind felt like they’d been through a catastrophe.

When the hot water from the showerhead poured down from above, she closed her eyes. Memories surged up along with it, instantly drowning her thoughts.

What she’d thought of in that instant.

Was what she’d seen today—that plain, simple ring on his ring finger.

After a busy afternoon, both were exhausted and went to bed early.

The lamps on both sides of the nightstand were turned off. The hallway light in front of the bathroom was still on, but both were too lazy to bother with it.

Zhang Lili couldn’t sleep. She lay there playing with her phone for a while, then suddenly turned to ask, “By the way, Xu You, are you asleep yet?”

“What is it?”

So she couldn’t sleep either. Zhang Lili put away her phone and complained irritably, “Just now that blind date of mine immediately wanted to video chat. He kept bragging about how rich his family is, how much money they have. I’m so annoyed.”

“……”

“But my parents really like him. Sigh.”

Zhang Lili was from Shanghai. Her family elders had very conservative thinking—they didn’t want her to marry outside the city, just find a Shanghai man to settle down with. Zhang Lili had been instilled with this mindset since childhood, so when looking for boyfriends, she first considered whether the other person was from Shanghai and whether their family owned an apartment in the city center.

So despite being young, ever since starting work, she’d been constantly pressured into blind dates, changing prospects every few days.

“Xu You, don’t your parents pressure you to get married?” Zhang Lili asked curiously. “I notice you don’t seem to be dating anyone either.”

Xu You smiled. “My parents don’t pressure me.”

“But you should at least find a boyfriend. Think about it—you’re a girl, living alone out here. Isn’t it hard?”

“It’s fine. I think being alone is pretty good—very free.”

Zhang Lili studied the person beside her in the dim yellow light.

Actually, Xu You’s appearance gave people a soft first impression—not stunningly beautiful by any means. But after getting to know her, you’d discover that this young woman had a genuinely good personality and didn’t compromise easily. Moreover, she took everything very seriously.

As for Zhang Lili herself, she was a typical “little woman.” She just wanted to hide behind a man, act cute, and be at ease.

“You want freedom? Why don’t you just shave your head and go to a nunnery, spend the rest of your life with the Buddha and oil lamps.”

Xu You said seriously, “That actually sounds pretty good.”

“By the way.” Zhang Lili suddenly remembered. “That repair shop I went to with you today—I forgot to ask, how did you end up taking your car to that kind of place for repairs?”

How had the topic circled back to this?

Xu You coughed, trying to simplify things. “I went to the 4S dealership to get my car fixed. That shop owner is my high school classmate—he’s the one who took me there.”

“The one who was just with you?”

“No.”

Zhang Lili didn’t hide her amazed tone. “To casually take you to that kind of place, your high school classmate must be a rich second-generation who really knows his cars, right?”

Zhang Lili had done work investigations related to this area before and could tell at a glance. Although that repair shop’s location was somewhat shabby, the cars casually parked there were all new and classic supercars rarely seen even at top domestic auto shows. Some car bodies even bore the logo stickers of famous clubs.

Her best friend’s husband was also in that circle. So Zhang Lili had some understanding. Actually, in many outsiders’ eyes, supercars were just tools for rich kids to show off and pick up girls. Many supercar clubs were all about eating, drinking, playing around, and burning through money. But many people genuinely loved cars—most were there because of their passion, enjoying the thrill of racing on the track.

So they were generally willing to spend heavily on car modifications.

That place just now was clearly not somewhere ordinary people would go.

These topics Zhang Lili discussed held little appeal for Xu You—she couldn’t really understand them anyway.

Xu You’s face pressed against the pillow, her eyes closed for a while.

She was truly exhausted.

Seeing she was asleep, Zhang Lili fell silent after a bit.

That night she dreamed again. Xu You dreamed she was walking around campus. She looked around anxiously, her heart beating fast.

In a flash, she was back in the classroom, lying on her desk with her school uniform draped over her. The ceiling fan overhead spun lazily. Golden sunlight spilled before her eyes, light rippling in the blue water cup.

A boy called her name with a smile, a nostalgically mischievous grin at the corner of his mouth.

But he hadn’t appeared in so long—she could no longer see clearly or remember what he looked like.

—

The next day they returned to Shencheng.

Xu You wasn’t feeling well physically. She copied the materials to Zhang Lili and called in to request leave. She’d written several backup drafts and sent them to the editor-in-chief’s email.

As soon as she got home, the dining table was covered with instant noodle cups. Knowing You Lele wouldn’t eat properly, she sighed helplessly and opened the living room windows to air things out. After tidying up casually, she went to shower, then collapsed into bed and slept like the dead.

When she woke up again, it was already dark outside. The room had grown dim, like an old, unclear silent film.

You Lele wasn’t home.

The rain in Shencheng had been continuous these past few days. The light drizzle that had been falling outside seemed to have stopped now. It was so quiet you could hear the honking of cars driving past on the roadside.

Xu You got out of bed and sat for a while. She randomly picked out a loose white top from the wardrobe to put on, casually threw on a black knit cardigan.

She tied her hair carelessly behind her head. Taking her phone, wallet, and keys, she went downstairs to eat.

It had just rained—the ground was still very wet. The air was cool and refreshing. Night draped hazily all around.

Xu You lived on the edge of the first ring road. The greening in this area was quite good, developed with a slightly classical aesthetic. Red lanterns hung between trees every few steps. The breeze carried a moist earthiness.

Xu You found a small restaurant and sat down, casually ordering a small bowl of wontons.

Halfway through eating, she suddenly remembered something. Xu You picked up her phone from the side and sent You Lele a WeChat message.

【Where’s my car?】

You Lele’s side showed ‘typing’ for quite a while. Then she just called directly.

“Hello? You’re back?”

Xu You used her chopsticks to wind up some noodles, hummed in acknowledgment, and asked, “I asked you to pick up the car for me—did you forget?”

“No, I went.” You Lele raised her voice. “You don’t even know—when I got there, they absolutely refused to give me the car. Said you were an important customer and had to pick it up in person. It really pissed me off.”

Xu You’s movements paused as she heard the other side say, “Then I saw they were a bunch of men, pretty intimidating, so I didn’t want to argue further. Also, how did you end up taking your car to that godforsaken place for repairs? And what ‘important customer’—it seemed completely unreliable to me.”

“…..” Xu You had a headache. She set her chopsticks on the bowl.

“I have to pick it up myself?”

“Yeah, that’s what they told me. I was baffled too. I’ve seriously never seen such an unreasonable repair shop before.” After saying this, You Lele added, “Really, I really didn’t forget—they just wouldn’t give it to me.”

Xu You rubbed her temples. “Fine, I understand.”

You Lele asked, “I’m coming back late today—going to Huinan with Pengpeng and the others to go clubbing. You coming?”

“No, I still have work tomorrow.” Xu You refused.

“I knew it. I just asked casually anyway. Even when you’re not working, you wouldn’t go.”

Xu You said a couple more sentences then hung up. She needed the car tomorrow. After considering for quite a while, she still called Li Xiaoqiang.

The restaurant was somewhat noisy. She paid the owner and went outside to make the call.

Cars flowed like water around her.

“Xu You?!” When Li Xiaoqiang received her call, his voice clearly lifted with delight.

Xu You hesitated for a few seconds, responded, and said, “It’s me.”

“What’s up?”

“My car…”

“Oh, oh, your car was already fixed yesterday.”

“When can I come get it?”

Li Xiaoqiang: “You don’t need to come. Just give us an address and we’ll have someone deliver it to you.”

“That’s not necessary.” Xu You politely declined. “That would be too much trouble for you all. I can just come get it myself.”

“Xu You, let’s be honest—are you still bothered by Xie Ci?” Li Xiaoqiang asked cautiously.

After all, the two weren’t very familiar, so it wasn’t appropriate to discuss such private matters. Most importantly, Xu You really felt exhausted and didn’t want to say much. She stopped under a tree, her eyes naturally lowering. “Things between us are all in the past. He already has a girlfriend, and I have my own life. As for the rest, let’s just let nature take its course.”

Li Xiaoqiang was completely confused: “What girlfriend? Who told you that? Xie Ci hasn’t had even a female fly around him these past few years. How did he suddenly get a girlfriend?”

Xu You’s heart skipped a beat.



Chapter 63: Returning the Car
She sat on the long bench, staring blankly at the tree in front of her. Only when a passing child accidentally bumped her leg did she snap back to reality.

Xu You slowly picked up her phone, coughed lightly a few times to adjust her voice to normal, then dialed a number. Her eyes fixed on a streetlamp by the road as she waited for the other end to pick up.

A few seconds later.

“Hello, Xie Ci, this is Xu You.”

“I know.” Xie Ci answered quietly.

“Mm.”

“…You—” The voice on the other end hesitated, with some uncertainty in his tone. “Are you calling me about something?”

Xu You asked, “Have you finished repairing my car?”

Xie Ci immediately answered, “It’s fixed.”

She said, “Where are you? I’ll come pick it up.”

“No need.” Xie Ci said, “It’s so late already. I’ll drive the car to you.”

After a moment, Xu You responded, “Alright, thank you for the trouble.”

They were as distant as if they were merely ordinary friends, exchanging courtesies, both protecting themselves with thick armor.

Xie Ci was silent for a while. “Where should we meet?”

More than ten minutes later.

A familiar Audi slowly pulled up to the roadside in front of her. Xie Ci opened the door and got out.

Xu You caught the keys he tossed over to her.

“Why are you alone?” He casually greeted her.

Xu You’s focus was fixed on her own shadow. Hearing the question, she raised her head after a moment. “I just got back from a business trip.”

“Oh…” Xie Ci instinctively straightened up and stopped talking, probably not knowing what to say.

He actually didn’t want to look at Xu You so directly and greedily, but somehow his gaze was compelled and couldn’t look away.

She wore an ordinary white dress, her hair hanging loose, her face plain and clean as always, without any extra adornment.

Xu You stood up, easing the momentarily frozen atmosphere. “How are you planning to get back?”

“What?” He’d been looking too intently and didn’t catch what Xu You said, still staring at her blankly.

The night breeze swept her skirt hem backward. Xu You looked at the taciturn Xie Ci after their reunion.

He was still tall and thin, identical to her memories, matching every detail.

An inexplicable sourness suddenly rose in her heart.

Time really was the best healing medicine.

No matter how deeply painful something had been, it could lightly smooth over the scars.

—

“Made up?” Pang Feng leaned against the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “Went to see that ex-girlfriend who tormented you for years tonight?”

Pang Feng was one of the friends he’d made these past few years—not exactly the drinking buddies he partied with at bars until dawn. He was connected to Xie Ci’s uncle’s side and knew about his family matters.

Xie Ci had his hands crossed behind his head as a pillow, eyes staring at the ceiling, not answering.

Pang Feng talked to himself on the side, somewhat exasperated. “Will this ever end? I’ve never seen anyone as conflicted as you two. I don’t know if she still remembers you, but the way you are—secretly pining for her but not daring to speak up—are you even a man anymore?”

The chatter in his ears stirred up irritation in his heart. Xie Ci fumbled for his cigarette pack, pulled one out and held it between his lips, taking two drags.

The tobacco circled through his lungs and came out through his mouth.

“Don’t talk to me right now. It’s noisy.”

Xie Ci smoked several more cigarettes, paced back and forth in the room a few times, and finally couldn’t resist calling her.

“Have you gotten home?”

“Mm.”

“You…” Xie Ci crushed the paper cup beside him. “When do you have time? Let’s have a meal together.”

“Alright.” She agreed.

“Mm, then… goodbye. Get some rest early.” He didn’t know what else to say.

“Good night.”

As soon as he hung up, Pang Feng applauded from the side. “Xie Ci, you know what? You should have gone to the bathroom and made that call in front of the mirror.”

“Then you would have discovered just how awkward you were, and how your blushing face instantly made you look ten years younger.”

Xie Ci was slightly annoyed and tossed his phone aside. “Scram.”

Seeing Xie Ci’s surface impatience while his eyes couldn’t hide his joy at all, Pang Feng said with some envy, “Seems like you really do like her. Congratulations, congratulations. But that girl is also unlucky—how did she circle around for so long only to still run into you in the end?”

Xie Ci was in a good mood and didn’t care whether Pang Feng was mocking him. “Why don’t you go find someone too?”

“Forget that. I still want to linger among the flowers, enjoying life’s pleasures.”

—

That evening when You Lele came home, Xu You sat on the edge of the bed slowly peeling a pear, telling her about running into Xie Ci again.

You Lele was predictably excited. “Oh my God, how can you two be so fated?”

“Ah… why didn’t you tell me earlier? Otherwise when I went to the repair shop, I would have gotten a good look at what your first love looks like!”

“Do you think this is a good thing?” Xu You asked.

“Of course it’s a good thing.”

After all these years, Xu You had actually long given up hope. She’d only casually mentioned it to friends a few days ago, but she really hadn’t thought she’d run into Xie Ci again.

She sighed quietly.

You Lele looked at her and half-jokingly said, “You know that a plain, peaceful life isn’t always happiness, right? Life is short to begin with—of course it only has meaning if you live it vigorously with the person you love.”

Xu You asked, “Who told you I still like Xie Ci?”

“You said yourself you couldn’t forget him after all these years—isn’t that still liking him?” You Lele said nonchalantly. “Besides, you really can’t like anyone else anymore.”

—

Life still had to go on. Romance and moonlight were nothing but passing clouds.

Being a reporter was exhausting, and time flew by quickly. The whole day’s work was just “finding topics,” “on-site interviews,” “finding angles,” “writing articles,” “going to the frontlines.”

Everyone in the office was busy, but no one knew what they were busy with.

“Xu You, are you okay?”

Li Zheng’an waved his hand in front of her eyes. “What are you spacing out thinking about?”

He held a cup of coffee, passing by where Xu You worked. Zhang Lili, sitting across from Xu You, looked up and said with a smile, “She’s been spacing out all morning.”

“So free? Have you finished your articles?” Li Zheng’an asked.

Zhang Lili: “Sent to the editor-in-chief for review. Once it passes, it should go to the editorial department.”

“Pretty efficient.”

“Thanks to Xu You.”

Hearing them chat, Xu You lowered her head and pulled open a drawer, rummaging out a strip of cold medicine. She pressed out two capsules, picked up the glass beside her, and swallowed them with water down her throat.

She didn’t know why—maybe she’d caught a chill from the air conditioning—but it only acted up today.

This morning when she woke up, her head had been splitting. You Lele measured her temperature with a thermometer—low-grade fever.

Li Zheng’an, leaning nearby, saw Xu You’s poor complexion and asked with some concern, “You have a cold. Do you need to go get an IV? If you’re not feeling well, don’t push yourself. Ask the editor-in-chief for half a day off.”

At his concern, Xu You shook her head, too lazy to even lift her eyes.

Zhang Lili watched this scene and couldn’t help laughing. She asked Li Zheng’an with a smile, “You’re so free—help write some articles, won’t you? We two still have one about impoverished college students that hasn’t been written.”

“Do I look like such an easy mark?” Li Zheng’an joked about himself with a smile.

He was hinting at something.

Zhang Lili sighed inwardly—truly a case of unrequited love falling on deaf ears. What a pity, another one-sided affection.

Actually, working with Xu You during this time, Zhang Lili had discovered this girl had a different kind of emotional coldness. It wasn’t simply having no feelings for men, but being completely too lazy to accept anyone.

Actually, Xu You had soft, attractive features, and no shortage of pursuers around her.

Take Li Zheng’an as an example. He had proper features, a gentle personality, had been in this industry for a long time with many connections, and was said to be a rich second-generation too. When he first joined the news agency, Li Zheng’an frequently showed interest in Xu You intentionally and unintentionally, but the woman never accepted or responded.

What should have been a perfect match, a beautiful love story, ended up going nowhere.

At lunch in the cafeteria, Xu You casually got a bowl of noodle soup, not having much appetite.

She was holding a spoon drinking soup when someone suddenly sat down in front of her. Xu You looked up—it was a young girl.

This young girl was named Fan Qi, from the same university as Xu You. However, Fan Qi had joined the news agency right after undergraduate graduation, so she’d just entered the field. She wasn’t in the same department, making her half a junior.

“Senior.” Fan Qi called out to her with a face full of distress.

Xu You hummed in acknowledgment. “Got scolded again?”

From her expression, Xu You could roughly guess.

Fan Qi didn’t speak, which was as good as admitting it. She ate two bites of rice and said aggrievedly, “I really regret becoming an editor.”

“What happened?”

“Senior, I’m too tired. I want to resign.”

Opening the floodgates, Fan Qi began pouring out her grievances endlessly. “Every day I have to collect so many articles, arrange layouts, arrange headlines, help reporters revise article titles. You reporters don’t have to be in the office, you control your own time, you come and go freely. But we can only start working after you submit your articles. We leave work later and later each day. Yesterday I worked overtime until early morning, and this morning I got scolded by the editor-in-chief again. I really regret not taking the graduate school entrance exam. Studying is so much better than working.”

Hearing Fan Qi’s complaints, Xu You thought of her own internship days. She’d probably been about the same as this young girl now—because she was too busy, she’d dealt with breakfast casually, eaten fried rice or dumplings from small food stalls for lunch. For a long stretch of time, instant noodles were her main dinner food—just add boiling water, two packets at once, and that was pretty much filling.

Xu You comforted her, “All beginnings are difficult. You have to persevere in whatever you do.”

“I once saw something very touching on Tianya that I’ll share with you. I’ve also told you this many times—you should remember it yourself. The sun burns wherever you go. For any profession, outsiders only ever see the glamorous side. Actually, the darkness and hardships inside are unknown to anyone.”

She stopped there and said no more.

Standing by the venetian blinds in the office, looking down through the layers of gaps at the traffic below, Xu You spaced out, thinking of the question Fan Qi had just asked her.

“Why did you originally want to become a reporter?”

Why become a reporter?

This special profession of reporter.

Maybe it was an impulsive decision, but this profession did indeed give her many things she wanted.

Although there were many difficulties, she could get much more enjoyment from the work.

Constantly rushing about, understanding all aspects of society. Although very tiring, that sense of control over life, that spiritual fulfillment—these were incomparable to anything else.

The more she experienced, the more she admired some passionate veteran reporters. Xu You had never regretted any of her decisions. In these two years as a reporter, she’d seen a lot, heard a lot, and met many people, learning how to communicate with strangers.

Although she was often on the move, doing in-depth reports on things unknown to others, helping people who needed help and seeing the smiles on their faces—that was when she felt most accomplished and happiest.

—

A few days later, Xu You received a call. You Lele’s coffee shop’s Qixi Festival first love event had unexpectedly been successful beyond expectations.

The couple who ultimately won the coffee shop’s Qixi theme prize was a young newlywed couple—each other’s first love.

Under You Lele’s repeated insistence, after getting off work, Xu You detoured her car and parked it beside the coffee shop.

The purple wind chimes in the coffee shop rang. Xu You pushed open the door. You Lele was still sitting on a high stool, chatting enthusiastically with the newlywed couple.

The older people get, watching those around them rise and fall, come together and break apart, experiencing many ups and downs, the more indifferent they become toward relationships. So they liked hearing about these beautiful feelings of devotion from beginning to end.

You Lele pulled Xu You to sit down and said to the young woman, “This is my friend. Your experience is so similar to hers.”

“Really?”

You Lele nodded eagerly. “My friend was also a top student in high school, and her first love was also similar to your husband’s type.”

Xu You froze.

The woman in front of her was petite, leaning against the man beside her with a face full of happiness. She looked up at the man. “What a coincidence. But my husband was quite wild in high school—the most mischievous boy in our class. He’d even bully me sometimes. Even the teachers couldn’t control him.”

Hearing this, Xu You thought of something and smiled slightly. “Mine too.”

“Your first love?”

“Mm.”

“Then what a coincidence. My husband is also my first love. But we broke up after high school graduation. He went to join the army and never contacted me. He only came back from discharge last year.” Although the woman complained, the happy smile on her face was still beautiful.

Just then, the phone in her bag vibrated. She’d received a message from Xie Ci.

【Do you have time tonight?】

Xu You’s fingers paused.

The woman recalled the past, her eyes crinkling gently. “I don’t know if he saved the galaxy in his past life—such a good cabbage like me got snatched by this pig.”

The man who’d been silent glanced at his wife. “You’re the little pig.”

Xu You finished replying to the message, put away her phone, looked up and asked, “How long did you wait for him?”

“Wait for him?” The woman thought for a moment and said with a smile, “Actually I didn’t deliberately wait for him. It’s just that later I couldn’t like anyone else, so I simply didn’t date.”

Xu You fell silent.

After speaking, the woman somewhat embarrassedly held her husband’s hand and said to Xu You, “I don’t know if you’ll have this same feeling, but actually once you’ve seriously been in a relationship and then broken up, it’s generally very hard to like someone else again, and you don’t want to go through understanding someone all over again.”

Xu You’s heart shook hearing this.

“It’s like you’ve finished writing an essay, but the teacher says your handwriting is messy and makes you tear up your homework and rewrite it. Although you remember the beginning and content, you’d probably be too lazy to write it, because that one essay already exhausted all your energy. You were clearly just one ending away from finishing, but now you have to start over from the beginning. You’d definitely feel unwilling, right? I saw someone make this comparison online, and I remembered it deeply because I’m exactly that kind of stubborn person.”

Clearly just one ending away, but having to start over—you’d definitely feel unwilling, right?

—

Xie Ci drove to pick up Xu You. He didn’t speak the whole way.

During the red light intervals, he intentionally or unintentionally glanced at her through the rearview mirror. Xu You lowered the car window. The oncoming wind blew her soft hair.

Xie Ci asked, “What do you want to eat?”

She probably didn’t hear. With the window open, the sound of wind poured into her ears. Xie Ci deliberately slowed the car and asked again, “Xu You, what do you want for dinner?”

This time his voice was a bit louder. Only then did Xu You come back to herself.

In the end they went to eat Japanese cuisine. At the dinner table, the two basically chatted sporadically, all everyday matters, not touching on the minefield of the past.

She wanted to drink, so Xie Ci accompanied her.

Later on, Xu You seemed hungry and just focused on eating, occasionally saying a few words. What she said was mostly proper and conventional, not crossing any boundaries.

After finishing dinner it was already past eight. They walked out of the restaurant.

“Do you have something to do tomorrow?” Xie Ci asked her. “Should I drive you home?”

“Let’s walk for a bit.” After Xu You spoke, she turned around and walked in the opposite direction from where the car was parked.

The night breeze grew cooler.

Xu You’s head felt a bit dizzy—the alcohol she’d drunk earlier had strong aftereffects. She wore a floral bohemian sleeveless long dress, bare arms. Sandals on her feet, toes clean without any nail polish.

Passing by a shopping mall, people flowed in and out.

“Xie Ci.” She suddenly called him.

“What?”

“After you left Linshi, did you ever go back?”

Her sudden question caught him off guard. Xie Ci was silent for a long while before saying, “I went back.”

“Then why didn’t you look for me?” Xu You felt she had some drunkenness. She stopped walking and looked at him.

Only then did Xie Ci notice Xu You’s cheekbones were very red—a sign of being tipsy. He took the opportunity to lower his head, carefully examining her twice more, cautiously asking, “Xu You, are you drunk?”

The mall was playing a pop band’s song, heavy beats pounding like they were hitting directly on the heart.

The advertising sign overhead changed sides. The currently popular actress held her hand up to her face, the diamond ring on her ring finger sparkling brilliantly.

“Xie Ci, does it not matter to you at all?” Xu You just looked at him quietly like that.

So this was what it felt like to openly and frankly bring up the past to his face.

Xie Ci couldn’t smile anymore.

Xu You’s eyes reddened. “Xie Ci, didn’t you say back then that you’d rather die than break up with me?”

Rather die than break up.

Hearing these words, Xie Ci didn’t know what he felt in his heart. He knew he was too selfish, or too greedy.

At first when he saw her, he felt that if Xu You could forgive him and the two could become friends, occasionally staying in touch, that would already be enough. He had self-awareness about other things and didn’t dare hope for more.

But now, Xie Ci’s heart was beginning to struggle again…

“You said it yourself—you’d rather die than break up with me. But later didn’t you still just leave when you said you would?” She repeated it again, still choking up.

Without even one extra word, he’d just disappeared from her life like that.

She was probably really thoroughly drunk. Xu You felt her tears couldn’t be held back—no matter what, they couldn’t stop surging out.

Xie Ci was left at a loss by the sudden interrogation. “I’m sorry. Something happened with my family at that time.”

After a long while, she finally found her voice. “That fight was the same—you just left without a word. You had something going on—couldn’t you have told me directly?”

Xie Ci fell into brief silence. “I was wrong back then. I’m sorry, Xu You.”

“I’m sorry, Xu You. It was all my fault.” He repeated it once more.

“Then why are you looking for me again now?” She pressed him.

“I hope you can give me one chance.” Xie Ci’s heart accelerated bit by bit.

She was drunk, her brain reactions slow. Hearing these words, she had no reaction at all, just remained silently wordless.

“Can you give me one more chance?” Xie Ci said. Having not coaxed a woman in all these years, he had no experience and was truly clumsy, left only with the most innocent instinct. “I won’t make you sad anymore.”

She stood with her back to him, arms folded, seeming cold. Xie Ci couldn’t see her expression.

“From the very beginning when we met, you forced me to do many things I didn’t like.”

Xu You kept her head lowered, without preamble, as if beginning to talk to herself.

“I saw you fighting. You were very fierce, so I was afraid of you and didn’t want to provoke you. I knew we were different, so I tried not to interact with you. But later, all the good things you did for me, I remembered them too. You came to find me in the parking lot, accompanied me back to see Grandma, ran downstairs to bring me candy. I thought you were foolish, but you lived very happily, completely opposite from me. You always liked to confidently do many things in front of me, but they all failed. You tightened my water bottle—I deliberately pretended not to know. You came home with me—I also pretended not to know. You stole glances at me in class, took my used pens to hide them—I pretended not to know all of it.”

The latter words, even she herself hadn’t noticed, had already softened in tone.

Recalling the past bit by bit, her heart still ached with sharp pains.

She remembered once having a meal with You Lele, the two of them talking about their high school days. You Lele talked about her dean of students, the mischievous boys in class, and the homeroom teacher who always liked to lecture about grand principles in class. She talked and laughed heartily.

Xu You listened quietly.

“Xu You… I might be getting older now. I’m becoming more and more fond of reminiscing about the past. I think high school life was especially beautiful. Although we were tired every day, back then it felt like everything we did was worthwhile.” You Lele sighed as she laughed.

“Mm.”

She said, “And the boys back then, although they were all immature, they were also simple. When they liked someone, they’d wholeheartedly treat that person well.”

“But it seems young girls all prefer boys who are a bit rough around the edges. I liked that type too, but I don’t know how to describe that feeling. Being rough is a kind of temperament—without that certain swagger, you’re just a hooligan.”

And so, Xu You suddenly thought of her own seventeen or eighteen years old.

Stuffy afternoons, lazy cicada chirping, boys sleeping with heads on desks.

From the classroom next door, you could still occasionally hear the sound of reading aloud. The leaves outside the window were more abundant than the sunlight.

Back then, Xu You would eat dinner at the school cafeteria in the evenings.

They hadn’t been divided into class tracks yet. Every time after eating, she’d walk back to the classroom building. He’d just finished playing basketball and would go upstairs with friends. Xie Ci’s side was always excessively lively, surrounded by a large group of people. The stairs were wide—Xu You walked on the left, they walked on the right. Xie Ci held a basketball, and as he talked with others, he’d get closer to her. He’d glance at her from the corner of his eye—she’d deliberately not see him.

On occasional days, Xu You would deliberately take extra detours, deliberately avoiding them before returning to the classroom building. Xie Ci would always lean on the corridor railing, with the brilliant golden evening glow behind him, his face full of roguish smiles as he whistled at her. At times like this, the other boys standing in the corridor would all join in the jeering and laughter.

Xu You remembered the way he smiled.

Eyebrows slightly raised, lip corners deeply dimpled. His pitch-black eyes very bright, childish yet charming.

“Later, I thought you might be a bit cute, although you were always joking around and never serious. But back then I always felt you were too immature. Now thinking back, I was young at the time too, not understanding anything except studying. I’m not very good at expressing my feelings, so I probably also made you doubt our relationship. You have your pride, I have my self-respect. You weren’t without resentment, I wasn’t without sorrow or joy.”

Xu You kept her head lowered. He saw that she seemed to be crying.

She remained silently wordless, head not lifting, tears still falling drop by drop.

Xie Ci stared at his shoes wordlessly, feeling like his heart was being held in someone’s hands and crushed.

She was a kind judge.

And he was being executed by a thousand cuts.

“Your past—I don’t sympathize with it at all, nor do I pity it, because it was all your own choice. No matter whether you’re glorious or fallen in the future, I bless you. I respect all your choices. It’s just that—”

Xie Ci spoke with difficulty. “Xu You…”

“You always treated me in ways you thought were right, but none of it was what I wanted.”



Chapter 64: Cooling Off
Since that drunken day when Xu You said those things to Xie Ci, the two had lost contact. They both wanted to give each other time to cool off.

The following week, Shencheng viciously rained for an entire week. It finally cleared up on this day.

Receiving notice from the group, Xu You and Zhang Lili went to attend a press conference. It wasn’t long—basically once they recorded the proceedings, they could wrap up and go home.

The two women walked out of the building. Without the air conditioning, a wave of heat surged toward them.

The sun was blazing. Zhang Lili held up an umbrella and chatted with Xu You as they walked toward the parking lot.

“Who do you have a date with this afternoon?”

“It’s not a date.” Xu You took her phone out of her bag. “Having dinner with a classmate.”

“College classmate?”

“No.”

“High school classmate?”

“Mm.”

Fu Xueli had come to Shencheng to visit and had contacted Xu You a few days ago, wanting to meet her for a meal.

These past few years, Xu You rarely went to high school reunions and hadn’t seen old friends in a long time. So after thinking for a while, she agreed.

Just as they entered the parking lot, suddenly a dark-skinned, short middle-aged man ran over, grabbed my hand, and said, “Reporter Xu, do you still recognize me?”

“…..” Xu You was bewildered by this sudden greeting. Looking at the man before her, she searched hard through her memories. After a long while, she said uncertainly, “Are you Wang Jinyi’s father?”

“Yes, yes, yes, it’s me!” Father Wang was very excited and grasped Xu You’s hand again. He said, “Thanks to you for reporting our story, so many kind people helped. My daughter is studying peacefully at university with excellent grades.”

Xu You was very happy to hear this. Father Wang invited Xu You to come to his home for a simple meal. Xu You politely declined. Father Wang brought over a burlap sack of oranges, insisting Xu You accept them.

She couldn’t refuse, so she found a plastic bag and took several pounds of oranges with her.

“So how are you getting there? Did you drive?” Zhang Lili observed from the side, taking out her keys and pressing the unlock button. Two beeps sounded.

Xu You shook her head. “No need.”

Just as she finished speaking, a Land Rover parked beside them started honking its horn with beep-beep sounds.

Xu You looked up at the sound. She saw a window roll down, and Song Yifan enthusiastically shouted to her, “Xu You!”

Immediately after, Fu Xueli leaned over and pushed the door open, her red high heels touching the ground.

She had bright, striking features, wearing a white chiffon dress, with wavy chestnut-colored hair cascading over her.

Before she could react, Xu You’s mouth opened slightly as Fu Xueli walked over and pulled her into an embrace.

She was still holding a bag of oranges, awkwardly managing to hug Fu Xueli back.

In the car, Song Yifan sat inside. After learning that Xie Ci had run into Xu You again, he truly marveled at fate’s wonders.

These past few years, Song Yifan had achieved his original dream of becoming a pilot. This time, taking advantage of his vacation, he’d flown to Shencheng to find Xie Ci.

Watching the two women embrace outside, Song Yifan didn’t understand female friendships, so he deliberately asked Xie Ci sitting in front, “How about it, Ci? Jealous?”

“What?”

“Don’t pretend with me. I know exactly what you’re thinking.”

“…Oh.”

Xie Ci opened the window on one side, his elbow resting on it. The cigarette was still held between his fingers. His eyes looked at Xu You. He waited a while before taking a drag, then slowly exhaling smoke rings.

This time it was because of Fu Xueli that he had a reason to speak a few words with Xu You again. Xie Ci had brought along unrelated people to pick her up precisely because he feared awkwardness between the two of them.

The person not far away was slightly turned to the side. Today she wore a white top and black pencil pants, her soft, loose hair hanging down.

A clean and gentle smile on her face.

The car was quiet for a while. His Adam’s apple bobbed once as he undid a button on his shirt.

Silently watching, watching. Xie Ci really couldn’t take it anymore and stuck his head out the car window to shout.

“You two, get in the car.”

Once in the car, Fu Xueli started complaining. “Xie Ci, after all these years, can you change your dog temper? You have no patience at all.”

Song Yifan just laughed from the side.

Xie Ci remained silent. He looked straight ahead, propping up his head, his fingers tapping the steering wheel one tap at a time.

Just then, the passenger door was pulled open. His gaze uncontrollably drifted to the side.

Xu You opened the car door. Her eyes unexpectedly met Xie Ci’s. She froze first, silently set down her bag, then got in and closed the door.

Her slender, straight legs naturally came together, wearing dainty white high-heeled sandals, revealing a section of pale instep.

Xie Ci looked for two seconds and felt his throat was a bit dry. He coughed quietly, then turned away, forced to look elsewhere.

The two hadn’t seen each other for quite some time.

Xie Ci turned his face to the side, both arms resting on the steering wheel, coughing while looking out the window. Someone’s reflection in the glass window appeared faintly.

Xu You didn’t pay attention. She lowered her head to pull the seatbelt across and buckle it. Fu Xueli in the back patted her shoulder and passed her a bottle of purified water.

Xu You took it, her head tilting slightly with a light laugh. “Thank you.”

“—You’re welcome.” Xie Ci turned his head, his eyes meeting hers, answering very quickly.

Fu Xueli: “…….”

Making conversation where there was none—Song Yifan, sitting in the back seat, couldn’t help but interject, “Hahahahaha holy shit, Xu You wasn’t talking to you.”

“I wasn’t talking to you either.” After Xie Ci retorted, he slammed on the gas pedal and spun the steering wheel to turn.

“Really impressive.” Fu Xueli mocked him.

Xie Ci looked at the rearview mirror while maneuvering the car, smiling indifferently.

The car drove onto the road. It was exactly this afternoon time slot—traffic was sparse. They were lucky, hitting several green lights.

Xu You sat beside him, looking left and right to see if there were speed limit signs. She hesitated before asking, “Xie Ci, isn’t your car going a bit fast?”

“Fast?”

Xie Ci glanced at her through the rearview mirror.

“I remember this stretch of road has a speed limit of 60 or 40?”

“Mm… and then?”

“Then look at your dashboard.”

“……”

Xie Ci glanced at her. Although he said nothing, the car speed genuinely slowed down.

Xu You rested her head against the seat back, tilting her head slightly, chatting with Fu Xueli behind her in the car. Their lives these past few years, how they’d been doing, and various miscellaneous little life matters. Not having seen each other for so many years, there was still some emotion and indescribable feeling in their hearts.

Mostly Fu Xueli talked while Xu You quietly listened, occasionally responding once or twice.

The sun visor had been pulled down. Sunlight projected in, only able to outline the contours of the lower half of her face.

From this angle, there was no obstruction at all.

Xie Ci’s gaze slid across Xu You’s jawline. He stole two glances, then paused for a while.

No one paid attention to him.

Fu Xueli was enthusiastically talking when several unmistakable coughing sounds rang out in the car again. She stopped and asked, “Xie Ci, is your throat very uncomfortable?”

Xu You also stopped talking and looked at him.

“I’ve had a bit of a cold recently.” Xie Ci explained lightly.

—

The gathering was at a private restaurant with everything for eating, drinking, and entertainment, even a place for soaking in hot springs.

The interior environment was dim, paved with cobblestones, with trees and grass planted on the sides. Complex flower petals layered over each other as clear water flowed slowly past.

The few of them were led all the way inside by a server wearing a qipao, stopping outside a large private room called Lotus Pavilion.

Pushing open the door to enter, a large group of people were already seated—men and women—engaged in lively conversation.

Not expecting so many people, Xu You froze for a moment. There were a few she recognized, and a few who looked unfamiliar.

Fu Xueli explained softly by her ear, “They’re all classmates we knew back in Linshi. They just happen to be in Shencheng, so we all came out to gather together.”

A few men saw them arrive and stood up with smiles, greeting them. “You finally made it.”

Someone recognized Xu You and called out, “Isn’t this our year’s top scorer? You haven’t come to any class reunions these past few years—we’ve almost forgotten what you look like.”

Xu You struggled to make out his appearance and discovered she couldn’t quite remember clearly. She smiled apologetically. “Work has been a bit busy these past few years.”

“Busy with what? You’re still young—don’t wear yourself out.”

“Xie Ci.” Li Jieyi yawned and shouted to him, “You should still get me a hotel room tonight. I don’t want to sleep at your place.”

Xie Ci glanced at him and casually tossed the car keys aside.

Xu You randomly picked a seat to sit down. Xie Ci immediately pulled out the chair beside her and sat down as well.

Everyone present exchanged glances. They’re actually still together…

Fu Xueli set her bag aside and asked casually, “Have the dishes been ordered?”

“Already ordered. You guys take another look—see if you want anything else.” Li Xiaoqiang pushed the menu across the table.

While waiting for the food, everyone chatted idly.

Then someone seemed to remember something and turned to look at Fu Xueli. “By the way, where’s the class monitor? Why didn’t he come?”

Fu Xueli said, “Him? Business trip.”

The person sighed. “Back then, how many couples were there in our class? Now they’ve almost all broken up clean.”

“Damn, do you know how to talk?” Xu Xiaocheng pointed in Xie Ci’s direction. “Isn’t there still one couple right there?”

Xie Ci was too lazy to acknowledge him.

Afterward, dishes were brought out plate after plate, and the bottles of white liquor placed on the side were also opened by someone. The men drank alcohol, the women drank beverages.

Li Xiaoqiang left his seat and went around pouring drinks, excitedly clamoring, “Today we won’t go home until we’re drunk!”

When it was Xie Ci’s turn, Li Xiaoqiang even excitedly rubbed his hands together. “Brother Ci, you can’t escape today.”

His hand rested on the chair back, saying nothing and not refusing. But Xu You’s eyes kept watching that bit of alcohol being poured into the glass.

She watched for a while, then stopped him, saying, “Don’t you have a cold? Can you drink this much alcohol?”

After speaking, she realized her behavior was somewhat inappropriate.

“Can’t drink it?!”

Li Xiaoqiang, who was pouring the drink, paused his movements. Hearing what the two said, he hesitated. “Xie Ci can’t drink alcohol, this… you’re not joking, right?”

Xie Ci was very calm. “Who’s joking with you?”

Xu Xiaocheng scoffed and directly exposed him. “Stop pretending, Xie Ci. Back when we ate out, who could outplay you?”

This was true. When their group used to party wildly, they’d mix white, yellow, and red liquor together. This level of white liquor was simply child’s play.

Hearing him bring up the past, Xie Ci smiled, neither confirming nor denying.

After three rounds of drinks, the table began making all kinds of jokes. Everything was said openly.

At this kind of class reunion, people most loved reminiscing about the past.

Xu Xiaocheng was forced to drink two cups and got drunk too. He looked at Xie Ci with hazy eyes.

Everything seemed unchanged.

Xie Ci was still the same as before. Wherever Xu You was, his eyes couldn’t move away.

That eagerness to stick together as soon as they were together. After all these years, still consistent as ever.

Li Jieyi was always the liveliest of the group—talkative and humorous. Every gathering, he was the backbone, attracting most of the women’s attention. He left his seat to toast everyone individually, dragging others into conversations from south to north. Everyone gave him face, making the atmosphere very lively.

When it was Xie Ci’s turn, Li Jieyi said emotionally, “We brothers have known each other for so many years. Deep feelings mean bottoms up—no problem, right?”

After speaking, he drank the wine in his cup clean in one gulp.

Xie Ci leisurely picked up his glass, took a shallow sip, then set it back on the table.

“Damn, are you even a man?”

Li Jieyi exploded. “Drinking only this little doesn’t count as being a man!”

He raised his eyes expressionlessly. “Whether I’m a man or not, I’m not fucking you.”

Although Xie Ci hadn’t drunk much, with white liquor in his belly, he wasn’t drunk but had loosened up quite a bit. The things he said started becoming more unbridled.

Li Jieyi was amused to anger. He shouted loudly to Song Yifan, “Hey, Blackie, look at Xie Ci. After so long, he’s still like this—always infuriating people at the drop of a hat. I’ve really learned something.”

His voice was a bit loud, attracting everyone else’s attention. So Li Jieyi directly changed targets, speaking to Xu You: “Xu You, you should be more patient with Xie Ci in the future, really.”

“Ah?”

“Xie Ci was finally captured by you. Back in the day, he broke countless innocent young girls’ hearts.”

Xu You: “…….”

She didn’t know how to respond to this kind of talk.

“Can you knock it off?” Xie Ci couldn’t help saying. “Can you scram?”

Li Jieyi persisted. “Think about it—how did you reject those young girls back then?”

“Song Yifan, you demonstrate it once.”

Bringing this up, Xu Xiaocheng also remembered. When they were in school, they’d occasionally bring this incident up for a laugh.

Thinking about it now, it was still very funny.

Song Yifan made his voice very loud and cleared his throat.

“‘Xie Ci, I’m xxx from class xx. I really like you. Could you consider me?'”

“‘You’re pretty nice, but I’m too handsome. You’re not worthy.'”

“Hahahahahahahahahahaha.”

As the words fell, everyone at the table started laughing.

Even Xu You couldn’t help but smile, the corners of her lips curving. Seeing her laugh, Xie Ci also laughed and cursed, “Scram.”

“There’s more, there’s more.” Xu Xiaocheng remembered another amusing incident. “Do you remember that time Xie Ci suddenly told us a joke in class?”

As soon as he mentioned it, Song Yifan remembered and nodded repeatedly. “Remember, remember. It could definitely rank in the top three worst jokes of my life.”

“Right, right, right. And then every time Xie Ci finished telling it, the atmosphere would go cold.”

“I was afraid he’d be embarrassed, so I specifically laughed a couple times. But what did he say?”

Song Yifan solemnly repeated Xie Ci’s words. “‘Fuck, your laugh is so perfunctory. Laugh again properly for me.'”

Then the people at the table laughed again after hearing it.

Xie Ci’s face couldn’t hold up anymore. “Are you guys done yet?”

Seeing he was genuinely annoyed, Li Jieyi finally said, “Okay, okay, we’ll stop, we’ll stop.”

—

The eating, drinking, and clamoring were about done.

Having said those words earlier, neither had let go of the other. Now surrounded by old friends, cups raised and exchanged, the awkwardness and strangeness had faded considerably. Even if the alcohol didn’t intoxicate, people had gotten thirty percent drunk on their own.

Xie Ci propped his chin with one hand, lazily using chopsticks to poke at a steamed bun in front of him. He glanced at the person beside him with his eyes.

“—Xu You.” He called her.

Xu You turned her head. “Ah, what is it?”

Xie Ci smiled, gesturing for her to look at the bun in his hand. He said, “I’ll bite you a moon.”

Then he took a bite.

“How about it? Does it look like one?”

Xu You laughed despite herself and shook her head.

“Is it a moon or not?” Xie Ci kept pressing.

Xu You guessed he definitely had some drunkenness, or maybe he was playing the fool. She sighed and went along with him. “It’s a moon.”

“Since I bit it for you, is there a reward?”

Xu You ignored him, pretending not to hear.

“Is there or isn’t there?”

This kind of pestering—if he weren’t drunk, he probably couldn’t pull it off.

“……”

“Watching my free performance without being reasonable about it.”

“……”

“If you don’t say anything, I’ll perform biting a moon on your face.”

Xu You hurriedly swallowed the food in her mouth in two or three bites. Just as she was about to speak, she heard Xie Ci sigh leisurely. “Heh, I originally thought you had a pretty good personality.”

Xu You glanced at him.

Xie Ci suddenly smiled.

Those eyes that once overflowed with arrogance and roguish energy curved into a pair of gentle crescents, appearing even brighter under the lights, as if soaked in watery light.

“Didn’t expect it to really be quite good.”

“…Can you stop pretending to be drunk?” Xu You asked in a low voice. Though that’s what her mouth said, the smile in her eyes rippled open.

Xie Ci looked at her smile and was dazed for a moment. Then a light laugh emerged from his throat.

“Xu You.”

At this reunion feast of old friends, his voice was very low, his tone hoarse and rough, stained with the effects of alcohol.

“Let me pursue you one more time, okay?”

Her movement of drinking water paused. Her eyes looked toward him.

Xie Ci said, “I’m serious.”

Although drunk, his speech was still fairly clear. “Xu You, what happened before was my fault to you. Can you give me a chance? I’ll use the rest of my life to make it up to you.”



Chapter 65: Singing
After the meal, emerging from the private restaurant, the group decided to continue their gathering, clamoring to go to a bar.

Xu You didn’t have anything urgent. Old classmates reunited, the atmosphere was wonderful, everyone was excited—she didn’t want to spoil the mood.

The private rooms were on the second floor and up. Everyone said they wanted something livelier, so they simply sat down in a corner of the main hall.

Song Yifan had drunk a few cups. Seeing the resident singer on stage finish performing and leave as customers went up to sing, he couldn’t restrain himself and stood on stage without any fear of embarrassment.

He was especially cocky, turning to grab a server and asking, “Hey, can you request songs here?”

“Damn, your broken gong voice torturing us is bad enough—why are you embarrassing yourself in front of the whole bar?” Li Jieyi laughed.

Fu Xueli couldn’t stand watching that drunk person and shouted, “Song Yifan, get down here now!”

No matter who called him, it was useless. Song Yifan grabbed the standing microphone, closed his eyes, and just started singing “Love Like the Tide.”

His singing voice rang out, circulating around—Song Yifan’s duck-like voice.

“Hahahaha what the hell is he singing—”

Li Xiaoqiang and the others sat in a circle, jeering mercilessly, each one wanting to rush up and cover his mouth.

Xu You smiled as she watched them make a scene. Xie Ci sat beside her, watching her smile, and smiled too.

The song that was pure torture for the group finally ended. Song Yifan returned, looking completely satisfied.

Li Xiaoqiang threw peanuts at him. “Embarrassing!”

Song Yifan didn’t care at all.

Xu Xiaocheng clicked his tongue. “With your level, you’re simply lowering our standards.”

Song Yifan retorted, “You say that like your singing is so good. How much better are you than me?”

“Yes, yes, yes, I’m not as good as you. The problem is I don’t go up there and make a fool of myself!” Xu Xiaocheng said with a grin, pointing at Xie Ci. “Back in the day, our love song prince, Xie Ci who sang in every bar in Linshi—even he hasn’t budged, sitting here properly. Can’t you learn from him?”

Li Xiaoqiang nodded. “Exactly! Brother Ci hasn’t even opened his mouth to sing yet, so what are you singing for?”

“So what if Ci sings well? He’s not going up to sing anyway.” Song Yifan crossed his legs cockily. “Only I have this kind of general’s demeanor. Plus after all these years, who knows if Ci is still the prince or not?”

Everyone knew Xie Ci rarely sang in public. The close friends had nothing bad to say, throwing peanuts at Song Yifan even more enthusiastically.

“Stupid idiot, everyone’s looking at us. You’ve lost all our face.”

Xu You picked up a piece of fruit and fed it into her mouth, the corners of her lips smiling. She suddenly remembered singing children’s songs at KTV before and being mocked by Xie Ci.

She bent at the waist and suddenly turned her head to look at Xie Ci, asking, “Do you really sing well?”

Xie Ci froze.

“He does.” Fu Xueli answered for Xie Ci. “Honestly, back then none of us sang better than Xie Ci.”

But Xie Ci wouldn’t always sing—he found it boring. When going out to have fun, he’d play cards, drink, and smoke, basically too lazy to use his voice.

A few times when Fu Xueli wanted to hear him, Xie Ci directly refused.

Xu You nodded and made a sound of acknowledgment, not continuing to ask further.

After a while.

Xie Ci, who’d been sitting beside her in silence the whole time, suddenly coughed. He touched his nose. “Do you want to hear it?”

The words were directed at Xu You.

Xu You sat there, slightly dazed, and said, “Sure.”

“Sure what?” Li Xiaoqiang pinched a peanut.

Fu Xueli was surprised. “Are you really going to show your skills today, Xie Ci?”

Xie Ci lazily leaned against the sofa back, his gaze sweeping over them in a circle before finally settling steadily on Xu You beside him.

“Yeah.”

Xie Ci didn’t go request accompaniment music. Instead, he got up from his seat and casually grabbed a guitar sitting in the corner.

The people below started jeering, screaming and cheering, everyone’s eyes following him.

People at other tables also looked over curiously.

Xu Xiaocheng lit a cigarette and said with a smile, “Tsk tsk, Xie Ci gets flirty when he drinks too much.”

Xu You listened, her eyes watching him on the small round stage.

Perhaps because it was hot, Xie Ci had rolled up his shirt sleeves, revealing a section of forearm.

He sat on the chair, one leg bent, holding the guitar horizontally across his lap, casually strumming twice to test the sound.

This posture looked professional at a glance.

Quiet for two seconds. Xie Ci pulled up a slight smile, his eyes looking in this direction, leaning close to the microphone to sing the first line.

“—My soul tells me, it was born to love you.”

“My soul tells me, it was born to love you.”

“Perhaps no one else is like you, yet I never know contentment.”

“…….”

His low, light voice, mixed with dry hoarseness, was like a glass of intoxicating anise liquor. Under the hazy, dreamlike dim lighting, Xie Ci wore a white fine linen shirt, his gesture of playing guitar extremely attractive.

He was actually handsome—his facial contours were restrained, one foot placed on the chair. Sometimes he was a bit bad. His affectionate appearance was rarely seen. Now holding the guitar and singing, humming the tune in his throat, there was some casual wildness.

The bar fell silent for three seconds.

Silence, after a long silence, someone finally couldn’t hold back and let out a shriek. Then the entire bar erupted. Quite a few men and women were cheering, setting off a small-scale climax.

Even the circle of people who’d come together watched Xie Ci in shock.

Li Xiaoqiang stammered, “Brother Ci, he sings this well? I’ve never heard this song before. Don’t tell me he wrote it himself?”

“My soul tells me, it was born to love you?”

Fu Xueli smiled lightly. “Even adapting Koiwai’s lyrics—Xie Ci is something else.”

Except for Song Yifan and the few others who were very calm, having been shocked before. Xu Xiaocheng shook the liquor in his glass, shaking his head in admiration.

“Ci is still amazing. After all these years, his handsomeness hasn’t diminished at all.”

Xie Ci lowered his eyes. Light and shadow played across his face, casting shadows beside his refined, straight nose. A pair of slender, well-defined hands, as if born with talent—light and heavy, fast and slow—the guitar strings produced vibrating echoes.

“It’s just thinking of you that I may have no talent for.”

“I can escape the lonely, empty nights, but not the deserted streets.”

Xu You sat in the noisy booth, watching Xie Ci, spacing out for a moment.

When she suddenly came back to herself, she realized she’d been making eye contact with him for quite a while. Xie Ci played and smiled, his lips close to the microphone with slight electric current sounds. His voice, slightly sensual and undulating, straight across the large group of people, he looked directly this way, impossible to ignore. Xu You took a sip of the juice she held, and in the darkness, unconsciously lowered her head and coughed a few times, actually not daring to meet his eyes again.

She felt her heartbeat accelerating, beat by beat, about to break through her chest.

Until the song finished, Xie Ci came down from the stage. He casually grabbed a bottle of cold beer and poured it down his throat.

Sitting in his seat, someone joked, “Brother Ci, 500 yuan for the whole night—are you available?”

“Scram.”

Xie Ci tossed aside the beer bottle and sat down on the sofa beside Xu You.

After a while, several people were amazed by Xie Ci’s performance just now and came over in twos and threes asking for his contact information. Xie Ci directly refused them all.

Everyone was adults. Those few beauties didn’t continue pestering, smiled, and left.

He sat lazily in his seat, pressing against Xu You’s leg. Strange crowds continuously passed by around them. In the narrow seat, though the two didn’t speak, the parts of their bodies touching each other were like fine, burning electric currents.

Xu You felt uncomfortable and wanted to shift her body. She moved slightly, and he immediately pressed closer.

“Xie Ci, stop squeezing me.” Knowing he was doing it on purpose, Xu You pushed his shoulder. She breathed lightly, curling up her legs.

Xie Ci explained, “The space is small.”

He’d now liberated his nature, exposing himself all at once. Although he’d matured, his personality was identical to before.

“There’s space over there.” She pointed it out to him.

Xie Ci smiled, but instead asked, “Did I sing well?”

Xu You heard but didn’t want him to get too proud. So she nodded and said insincerely, “It was okay.”

“Just okay?” Xie Ci didn’t believe it. “Can you speak from your conscience?”

Xu You smiled, enjoying the rare relaxed time between them, continuing to eat fruit. “Don’t be so narcissistic.”

“I’m narcissistic?” Xie Ci asked back, picking up his phone, swiping open the lock screen, his finger randomly tapping the screen a few times.

Not knowing what he was fiddling with.

After a while.

“Listen.” He turned on the speaker and held it to Xu You’s ear.

She froze, hearing a stretch of noisy singing coming through the microphone. The sound quality wasn’t very good, like it had been randomly recorded in a public place.

“….A vine before the gate, tender shoots emerging anew…..”

This voice…

This children’s song…

How…

The more she listened, the more familiar it seemed.

After listening to a few lines, Xu You suddenly realized…

This seemed to be her own singing!!

She whipped her head around.

Xie Ci laughed aloud. “How about it? Don’t I sing better than you?”

Xu You’s face burned bright red, shocked and humiliated. She turned around trying to snatch his phone, gritting her teeth as she muttered, “Xie Ci, how can you be so perverted, secretly recording someone singing? Delete it now!”

He’d actually kept it for so long—it was truly unbelievable.

Xie Ci raised his hand high, eyebrows raised. “No way, I still want to keep it to listen to.”

“What’s good about listening to this?”

Both embarrassed and angry, Xu You tried again to grab his phone. Not knowing what she was thinking, her brain heated up. She pressed her knee directly onto his leg, stretching her arm long to reach the phone.

Xie Ci’s teasing movements paused. He instinctively wrapped his arm around her waist, afraid she’d fall.

His arm circled around her waist. Their movements were too intimate. This openness drew shouts and calls from those around them.

Song Yifan had created a temporary WeChat group and pulled everyone in to grab red envelopes. He looked up and saw this scene, sighing. “You two are publicly displaying affection.”

Hearing this, the others also looked over one after another.

Xu You took advantage of Xie Ci’s daze to snatch the phone.

Her face was practically steaming. She went to sit properly on the side, hands trembling as she went to delete the audio.

Xie Ci watched her movements, unhurried, saying leisurely, “Go ahead and delete it. I still have more—plenty of backups at home.”

“…” Xu You gripped the phone tightly, biting her lower lip, and exited the recording app.

The desktop background jumped out prominently.

Her movements paused.

In the photo was a gentle, bright summer afternoon. A female student in blue and white school uniform was napping at her desk. Just a back view, her head slightly tilted, revealing closed black eyelashes, a small nose tip. Textbooks and stationery were scattered messily beside her, with a light blue large water cup standing upright. Golden sunlight from the side window illuminated her soft, fine hair, hanging softly on her shoulder.

This girl…

Xu You didn’t know what she felt in her heart—sour and swollen. She withdrew her gaze from the phone and let it fall elsewhere.

The phone screen was suddenly pressed dark.

On the side, Xie Ci said nothing, ruffled his own hair, and leaned forward to take the phone back from her hand.

“When did you secretly photograph me?” she asked.

“Can’t remember.”

“Besides this one… are there others?”

Xie Ci was very honest and answered, “Yes.”

Xu You’s heart pounded rapidly.

Leaving the bar was already close to dawn. A few men stood outside breathing fresh air and smoking for a while, discussing how to get back.

Everyone had driven, but for safety’s sake, they still decided to take taxis separately.

Fu Xueli and Xu You stood to one side. She took a phone call and hung up after saying just a few words.

Xu You asked with a smile, “Do you want to stay at my place tonight? My roommate isn’t coming back today.”

Fu Xueli patted her head. “Xu Xingchun flew to Shencheng. He just booked a hotel.”

“Ah…” Xu You expressed understanding, then sighed a couple times. “Your relationship is really good.”

Fu Xueli smiled. “How are things with you and Xie Ci?”

Xu You thought seriously for a moment, then the corners of her mouth pressed into a smile. She smiled lightly. “Pretty good.”

“He just drank some more alcohol.” Fu Xueli said.

“Mm.”

“Do you have anything tomorrow?”

Xu You said, “I have to go somewhere for an interview in the afternoon.”

Fu Xueli smiled. “When you’re free, give me a call. I’m planning to stay here and play for a few days.”

“Okay.”

Finally everyone else left one after another. Xie Ci insisted on driving his car back. No one could dissuade him.

Li Xiaoqiang suddenly remembered something. “Oh right, Xu You, don’t you live close to Xie Ci?”

So Xu You was responsible for driving Xie Ci home.

She planned to park the car at his apartment complex entrance, then walk back herself—it wasn’t far anyway.

But on the road, Xie Ci started making a fuss. “No way, drive the car to your complex. I’ll walk back.”

Xu You ignored him, gripping the steering wheel, glancing at the rearview mirror—someone behind wanted to pass.

“Can you even walk back in your condition?”

He didn’t respond, not knowing if he’d heard or not.

Xie Ci’s head tilted back, leaning on the soft leather seat. His features appeared even more three-dimensional in the half-light, half-dark, his eyelids lazily half-lowered.

The car window rolled down halfway. The slightly warm summer night breeze poured in.

Xu You reached out and turned on the radio—noisy midnight news.

After listening for a while.

She asked, “Is your work not busy now?”

Xie Ci turned his head to look at her. “Not busy. I’m the boss—very idle.”

“Your… repairing cars, is your hand okay?” Her voice was a bit hesitant.

Xie Ci smiled. “No problem. Are you worried about me?”

Xu You softly hummed in acknowledgment.

“…..”

Quiet for a moment, Xie Ci thought he’d heard wrong. He sat up straight, asking again in disbelief, “You’re worried about me?”

Xu You didn’t speak.

Light and shadow outside the car rapidly swept past, floating on her face. The wind made slight friction sounds with the ground. Both simultaneously fell into silence.

Xie Ci didn’t continue pressing, still thinking about what she’d just said, absent-mindedly.

Xu You drove carefully and suddenly asked, “Xie Ci, what do you like about me?”

Seeing his silence, Xu You added, “I can’t figure it out myself—why did you like me back then, and even secretly photograph me?”

Xie Ci pretended not to hear, forcibly changing the subject. “Xu You, don’t ask me this kind of embarrassing question. My head hurts.”

She couldn’t help but glance at him through the rearview mirror. Xie Ci was smiling, his eyes slightly curved.

In less than a moment, his smile suddenly faded. Then he talked to himself.

“Why would I like you? You’re not even that great.”

Xie Ci remembered the first time he saw Xu You. She’d been holding a pile of books, standing beside him, her whole body radiating a quiet, undisturbed air.

The sunlight that day was too bright, hurting his eyes.

“You weren’t good to me either. You never liked paying attention to me.”

“Why would I like you?”

Xu You quietly, slowly drove the car, letting him talk to himself.

“Actually there’s one more thing.”

Xie Ci turned his head to watch the coming and going traffic, spacing out for a while. “You’re pretty good. All the things you gave me, I came to like them later.”

The first time, she’d brought Want Want milk from home to school, and he’d forcibly stolen it after coming back from PE class.

The second time, he secretly followed her home after school. She saw he was pitiful and shared a qingtuan with him.

The third time, he accompanied her home, to a random noodle shop on the old town’s small street.

The fourth time, he kept watch downstairs at her building on New Year’s Eve. She fed him dumplings.

……

Xu You was in a daze.

So many years had passed between them. She’d also thought for a long time about what she’d liked about him.

Couldn’t figure it out, to the point that after so long, she kept thinking about it, kept being unable to forget.

After crossing the overpass, the car entered the city center. Some shops along the road had closed their doors.

“I want to buy a pack of cigarettes.” Xie Ci’s hand pressed against his head, his voice very light.

Xu You said, “Smoke less.”

“Xu You.” He called her name.

Passing through an intersection, the car slowly decelerated. Xu You responded with a sound.

“Xu You, I miss you.”

“Mm.”

“Do you miss me?”

“No.”

“But I really miss you.”

“You just said that.”

Xie Ci laughed deeply, eyes slightly narrowed, thin lips curving upward. Though Xu You was driving, she still listened to Xie Ci’s words and stopped at her own apartment complex entrance.

To avoid him throwing a drunken tantrum later, insisting on sending her back, which would be even more troublesome.

“Go back and sleep early. Come to my place tomorrow after you’ve sobered up to get the car.” Xu You turned off the engine and pulled out the keys. As she spoke, she prepared to move and unbuckle her seatbelt.

Just as she touched it, Xie Ci pressed down on the back of her hand. He quickly unbuckled his own seatbelt but wouldn’t let her unbuckle hers.

“…..”

Xu You looked at him, quietly saying nothing.

“Guess what I’m about to do?”

“Don’t know.”

Then Xie Ci tilted his head.

“Always letting you see my cute side doesn’t seem quite right, does it?”

“Where’s the cute—mmph.”

Before Xu You finished speaking, he propped one hand on the seat beside her ear and kissed her without explanation.

Her breathing was sealed off. Her head unconsciously tilted back a bit, but Xie Ci pressed even closer.

He pinched her face with one hand, warm lips stuck together.

But after just a deep kiss of over ten seconds, he released her. Xie Ci pulled back a little but couldn’t bear to move away, using his nose tip to nuzzle her cheek, then couldn’t help gently biting with his teeth.

“Don’t think too well of me.”

He had a bad temper—possessive, selfish, willful, liked being jealous. But he tried his best to hold back.

Afraid of scaring her, yet unable to suppress the restless impatience in his heart.

But occasionally there were times he couldn’t control it.

Pushing away the person on her.

The orange-yellow light in the car scattered down.

Xu You gasped a few breaths, unable to suppress her blushing and racing heart. She covered her chest, sitting in her seat, her face gradually turning red.

“Xu You.” Xie Ci coughed once. “I need to tell you something.”

“…..”

“I might have forgotten to bring my keys.”



Chapter 66: Night
Xie Ci stopped teasing her. The corners of his lips lifted slightly as he smiled lightly.

“Alright, go on up. I won’t make a fuss anymore. I’m heading home right away.”

After a moment, Xu You looked at him twice. “Do you want me to drive you?”

“Drive me where? It’s just a few steps away. I’ll just walk back to sober up.”

Xu You paused. She still opened the door and got out. After standing properly, she turned her head and said, “You get out too.”

She was afraid he’d drive himself back later.

Xie Ci sat in the car looking at her and responded with a sound.

A young couple walked past nearby, probably just finished watching a movie, still holding a bucket of popcorn.

They were affectionate, the girl holding her boyfriend’s arm. Her eyes caught sight of Xu You standing under the streetlight and she couldn’t help but freeze.

“—Teacher Xu, what are you doing standing here so late at night?”

This young woman was about to graduate with her master’s degree, interning at Xu You’s news agency, and happened to live in the same apartment complex.

Xu You said, “I’m discussing something with a friend.”

As the words fell, the young woman’s gaze couldn’t help but drift behind Xu You. Without saying much else, she nodded and said goodbye.

Xu You watched them walk away. After hesitating for a while, she said to Xie Ci again, “Never mind… should I drive you to your apartment complex entrance?”

She asked tentatively.

Xie Ci suppressed his laughter, eyebrows slightly raised. “Don’t be so serious. Hurry up and go. I’m leaving too.”

Actually, she also realized she was being a bit improper.

Since he said so, Xu You could only say, “Then sleep well when you get home. Remember to call me.”

“Got it, Teacher Xu,” he said.

“……”

“Who’s your teacher?” Xu You was speechless. “I’m leaving.”

She took two steps, then turned back to remind him, “Hurry back. Don’t stay downstairs at my place.”

Xie Ci nodded. “Got it.”

The light in the stairwell was broken—pitch black. Xu You didn’t take her phone and directly felt her way up the stairs in the dark.

Reaching the third floor where she lived, she stood at the door for a moment.

Only after inserting the key did Xu You stop being dazed and come back to herself.

—

Xie Ci leaned against the Land Rover’s car door, head lowered, playing with the car keys in his hand. Slender wrist, the scarlet cigarette between his fingers not yet extinguished. He turned his head to take a drag, then exhaled.

Deep into the night, quiet and still, smoke drifting away.

The next second, his smoking movement paused.

Xu You stood not far from him, her gaze unmoving, continuously watching him.

Xie Ci seemed to have expected it all along. Seeing her, he wasn’t surprised.

Xu You said softly, “Xie Ci, how is it that after all these years, you’re still the same way?”

She knew it.

It used to be like this before too.

At the drop of a hat, he’d keep vigil downstairs at her building. If she didn’t go coax him, he’d rather freeze to death than leave.

He looked carelessly casual, yet had a stubborn streak that wouldn’t quit.

Every time she went down to find him at night like this, he was always waiting idly, then smoking.

Xie Ci smiled and casually stubbed out the cigarette to stand up.

“Knew you were soft-hearted.”

—

Going up the stairs, no lights. She and he walked one after the other, step by step, walking slowly.

The moon tonight was somewhat bright, the shadows cast on the ground exceptionally clear.

Xie Ci asked, “Xu You, are you afraid?”

“Afraid of what?”

“You tell me.”

“Don’t know.”

Turning, reaching the first landing.

He looked at her blurred silhouette, silently counting steps in his heart.

Xie Ci slightly raised his hand and with a bit of force, grasped the hand hanging at her side.

Xu You lowered her head to glance, not struggling.

The entire way upstairs had no lights. Darkness really was a wonderful thing.

At least that’s what Xie Ci thought.

“Xu You.” He called her.

“Mm.”

“You’re an intellectual now.”

Xu You stopped walking. After going up another step, she said, “You’re not bad either.”

“Really?”

“Being able to earn money with your own hands—I think that’s very good.”

He was silent.

Bringing up the past, she felt a bit oppressed inside.

“But in life, things don’t go as hoped eight or nine times out of ten.”

Xu You repeated again, “Many professions, many choices—you repairing cars, earning money with your own skills, I think that’s very good.”

“You’re very good,” she said.

“I know I’m good. Stop talking—I keep feeling like you’re giving me a ‘nice guy’ rejection.”

What had been somewhat heavy, she couldn’t help but laugh. “What ‘nice guy’ rejection?”

Xie Ci: “……..”

Thinking of the joking words at the dinner table, Xu You thought for a moment and said, “If I were to give you a ‘nice guy’ rejection, it should be…”

“Should be what?”

“You’re very nice, but I’m too beautiful. You’re not worthy.”

Xie Ci laughed quietly, laughed twice, couldn’t help but laugh again.

He could see her profile clearly and asked half-jokingly again, “So would you think we have nothing in common?”

Xu You’s eyes were light, answering very calmly, “Firewood, rice, oil, salt, sauce, vinegar, tea—the smoke and fire of human life is also interesting.”

He paused, but had no words.

Having just finished drinking, his brain was reacting a bit slowly.

Silence spread.

Within a few minutes, Xie Ci’s voice sounded again.

“The way you talk now feels a bit literary, oddly dry-humored. I think I probably fell for this serious, dry-humored look of yours back then.”

Xu You was quiet for a while, looked up at him, “When have I ever been dry-humored with you?”

“……”

“You forgot?” Xie Ci lowered his head, his lips accurately and quickly touching her face. “You said it to me yourself.”

Xu You let him kiss her. “What?”

Xie Ci recalled, “What was it called—knowledge is your own, or something like that? How did it go?”

After so long, he couldn’t remember clearly either.

Xu You didn’t know why, but she felt a bit uncomfortable.

She spoke up, “You remember my words very clearly.”

Xie Ci pulled at the corner of his mouth, smiling lazily. “Of course. You’re more old-fashioned than my parents—the first thing you like to do is preach motivational wisdom.”

“……”

Xu You remembered something. Being led by him, she walked two steps and asked tentatively, “Do you go back now during New Year’s?”

Xie Ci’s reaction wasn’t strong.

But seeing her serious expression, he revealed a trace of a smile. “I go back. There are relatives at home.”

“Your father…”

Xie Ci smiled. “You don’t need to be so careful. I go sweep his grave every year.”

“Can you tell me about what happened these past few years?” For the first time, Xu You calmly brought up the past to Xie Ci.

—

When Xie Ci’s family had their incident, it was because they happened to run into a crackdown. His father was reported to the provincial discipline committee, accused of collusion between officials and businessmen in Linshi. Actually, someone above was deliberately suppressing a certain political faction. At the time, the anti-corruption movement was prevalent, and Xie Dongyun was merely a sacrificial victim.

Upon receiving the news, Xie Dongyun immediately rushed back to Linshi from outside the city but got into a car accident on the highway.

The driver died on the spot. Xie Dongyun was sent to the hospital for emergency treatment. But it was no use—he died shortly after.

Later, Xie Ci couldn’t accept the unexpected death of his father. The family suffered upheaval. Xie Tianyun had left behind a lot of assets, but because of the sudden death, he hadn’t had time to make a will. Relatives found Xie Ci a lawyer to fight a lawsuit with the mistress.

But he didn’t know how to run a business. Xie Ci’s uncle took over the business and took him to another city.

Xie Ci’s hand couldn’t fully recover—he wasn’t really a normal person anymore. His father had died, and there was the matter of leaving Xu You without saying goodbye, the helplessness of it all.

These things added together—at only eighteen years old, he felt that even living was difficult, not even knowing what strength would wake him up tomorrow.

Xie Dongbo told Xie Ci at the time: “Uncle will help you manage the company, but the company will always be yours. Even if you’re not capable in the future, uncle will support you for your father’s sake for your whole life.”

No matter how big the accident, life still had to go on.

Coming out of the shadow of losing a loved one and opening the car repair shop in Shencheng—that was two years later.

Xie Ci still remembered what Xu You had said.

She said she wanted to go to Shencheng.

He discovered he still couldn’t control himself from thinking about her. Deep feelings were always unconscious. By the time Xie Ci realized it, he’d already pushed Xu You further and further away.

These past few years, Xie Ci had also tried to forget Xu You.

But there was no way at all. He didn’t know what spell he was under—he just couldn’t forget. Just occasionally learning she was attending university in Shencheng, even though he’d already decided not to look for her, before long he still couldn’t control himself and would secretly go see her. The more he saw her, the more he couldn’t forget.

The only thing Xie Ci could control was not appearing in front of her, trying not to disturb her life as much as possible.

Until that day she appeared at his repair shop.

In that instant, he even thought he was dreaming.

Reason seemed nonexistent. He really wasn’t willing to just hide like that.

—

Talking about these past few years, actually it was just a few brief sentences, finished in the time it took to climb a few steps.

After he finished speaking, Xu You suddenly drew close, extending both arms to tightly embrace his waist.

The two drew near. His waist was tightly held by arms. In the darkness, Xie Ci’s heartbeat suddenly stopped for a moment, his hands suspended in the air, not knowing how to react.

Xu You’s head pressed against his shoulder. A very selfish thought suddenly emerged in Xie Ci’s heart.

If speaking of these things could gain him some sympathy, that was good too. After all, she was feeling sorry for him.

Xu You’s warm body nestled against him like this, skin pressed close, the distance between two hearts also extremely near.

As soon as this thought emerged, pleasure rising from the soles of his feet suddenly shot to the top of his head. His exposed skin even rose in fine goosebumps.

Xie Ci counted his breaths—one, two, three… His hand slowly circled around her shoulder, just settling there.

Xu You spoke with a hoarse voice, “Xie Ci.”

His movement froze, responding with a guilty sound.

He snapped back to attention and heard her ask.

“These past few years, haven’t you been having a hard time at all?”

“Yes.”

“In the future, if you have anything, can you tell me directly?”

Xie Ci agreed, “Okay.”

Reaching the third floor, Xu You opened the door. Xie Ci followed behind her.

She went in to change shoes, saying to the person behind her, “Come in.”

A simple two-bedroom, one-living-room apartment, but decorated very warmly—wooden dining table, wooden floor, teddy bear cushions everywhere. Iris picture books, several hanging plants placed on the balcony.

Xie Ci casually looked around.

Xu You put on slippers and set down her bag and keys. Xie Ci followed behind her, picking up a magazine from the table to flip through.

The content was very boring. He leaned against the doorframe to pass time, waiting while Xu You busied herself with who knows what.

Xu You went into the kitchen and poured two glasses of ice water. She picked up her own to drink, her other hand extending out.

“Have some water.”

Xie Ci took it, tilted his face up, and drank the water in the glass clean.

“Where am I sleeping?” After finishing, he asked.

Just then, the phone set aside rang.

Xu You picked it up and looked at the caller ID. “Wait, let me take this call.”

She turned around and answered quietly.

“Achai, are you asleep?” It was Chen Xiuyun.

Xu You: “I’m not asleep. I just had dinner with some old classmates.”

“Are you home?”

“Yes.”

It was very quiet nearby.

Xu You absent-mindedly listened to her mother talk, her eyes glancing at Xie Ci. He’d already sat down on the sofa, propping up his head to play with his phone, both legs stretched out straight and placed flat.

Saying some more trivial things. Xu You walked into the room.

After a while, she carried out an air-conditioning blanket from the room and placed it on the sofa to the side. “If you’re cold sleeping at night, remember to cover yourself.”

It was getting late. Xu You went into her room, turned on the computer, and looked through work emails.

Tomorrow afternoon she had to go to an esports competition site for an interview. In a couple days there was also an opening ceremony event. And the topic she’d submitted a few days ago about the rural hope primary school had already been approved—in a while she’d need to go do on-site research.

Many things piled up together, but Xu You had requested annual leave for next month to return to her hometown to visit her great-aunt’s grave. Her great-aunt had gotten esophageal cancer a few years ago. Being elderly, she couldn’t endure it and had passed away in the hospital a few days ago. She figured while taking annual leave, she could also spend time with her parents.

Coming out after showering, her damp black hair hung over her shoulders. Xu You wore a nightgown. Because Xie Ci was in the living room, she specifically put on a small jacket.

She’d clearly been very tired just now, but after showering, she was much more alert. Xu You went to the kitchen and took out a watermelon from the refrigerator. Tearing off the plastic wrap, she bent down to pull open the cupboard and found a stainless steel spoon.

Just turning around, Xie Ci was leaning against the doorway.

Xu You’s movements paused. She closed the cabinet and asked, “Do you want watermelon?”

“Sure.”

She passed him the chilled watermelon in her hand. “For you to eat.”

Xie Ci: “Does it have seeds? If it does, I won’t eat it.” He was picky.

“No seeds. Go ahead and eat.” Xu You scooped up a spoonful and held it to his mouth.

Her expression was very natural.

Xie Ci froze for two seconds, then obediently opened his mouth to eat.

“Xu You.” After eating two bites, he suddenly called her name.

“What is it?”

Xie Ci said, “In the future when we’re together, can you take good care of me?”

She lowered her head and scooped another spoonful, humming in acknowledgment. “I can.”

—

Xu You lay in bed reading, waiting for her hair to dry enough to sleep.

Looking at the ceiling, Xu You suddenly remembered when she was in college. A roommate asked her if she had someone she liked, and if she could be with him in the future, what kind of days would feel most comfortable.

She considered herself a very boring person, not longing for grand waves. She’d grown up obediently from childhood, studying well, never provoking anyone. Xie Ci was the first wave in her life.

It’s just that her personality was a bit introverted then—she didn’t know how to be good to people. So she was too cold to Xie Ci. These past few years she’d also regretted it. But he was no longer by her side.

Her roommate turned her face, looking at the dazed Xu You. Just as she was about to speak, she heard her voice.

Calm and gentle, as if without a trace of emotional coloring.

“The most comfortable days.”

“I want to eat dinner with him on a summer evening, then stroll through the park, pass by colorful fountain pools, watch dogs on the grass. And the aunties dancing in the square—we can walk in the breeze, chat casually about anything at all.”

“Then when we reach the apartment complex entrance, go to the fruit stand to pick out a delicious watermelon and put it in the refrigerator.”

“After showering, with the air conditioning on, eat watermelon with him, then watch TV.”

“I think that kind of life would be wonderful.”

The door handle was gently turned, a face appearing in the crack.

Xu You’s footsteps were light as she paced to the living room. A replayed soccer match was still playing on the TV.

She quietly walked over. Under her white, thin, translucent nightgown hem, her slender legs were exposed.

The main light in the living room was off. Xie Ci had drunk too much—he was probably tired too. He slept on the sofa with closed eyes, his black hair soft. His breathing was deep, as if he’d already fallen into deep sleep.

With her fingertip, bit by bit, she lightly touched the skin of his cheek.

After a long while, she crouched down.

Xu You pressed her lips together and reached out to pull the thin blanket over Xie Ci.

Then a light kiss fell on his forehead, then on his closed eyelashes.

Sleep well.

She said in a small voice.

Then standing up, she bent down to pick up the remote control from the coffee table and turned off the TV.

The last bit of noise was extinguished. The room sank into darkness.

Xu You was about to leave quietly when suddenly a hand shot out and grabbed her wrist.

“—Hey.”

Xu You’s body froze. The next second, a hoarse voice came from behind her ear.

“You kissing me got me hard.”

In that instant, Xu You felt all the blood in her body rush to the top of her head.

Feelings of guilt and shame mixed together. Her first reaction was to shake off his hand and run, but before she could break free, that force forcibly yanked her, making her fall onto the sofa.

A dark shadow quickly pressed over, his body against hers, breath like scorching magma.

Xu You wore a nightgown, the neckline slightly open, exposing a large expanse of bare skin at her chest and neck. She began to struggle, her legs kicking wildly.

His elbow bent, pressing beside her ear, his voice impossibly hoarse. “Xu You… you actually dared to secretly kiss me.”

As if she’d committed some heinous crime.

“You… don’t press on me.” Her voice was weak, both arms sore and soft, powerlessly pushing away the person on top of her.

No matter how she struggled, there was no effect of resistance.

The scent of hormones in the air was about to explode. Xie Ci bullied her with his advantage, his hand also beginning to dishonestly slide downward.



Chapter 67: The End
“Don’t touch…” Xu You lay on her back, hazily feeling heat emanating from her body. She wanted to remove his hand from her waist but was instead held by the arm and pressed onto the sofa.

“Are you ticklish?”

Trapping her firmly in the corner, Xie Ci seemed to really enjoy this position, finding it incredibly satisfying.

Since the first time he saw her in high school.

She passed by him, bringing with her a cool breeze. And her napping at her desk, or standing up in class to answer questions.

Slender neck, arms, fine pale legs.

Slowly appearing in his fantasies and dreams. The Xu You of that time disliked him—he knew. At first, Xie Ci had been annoyed, thinking he just enjoyed bullying her and hadn’t taken it to heart at all.

But the more he deceived himself, the less he could control himself. The more he wanted to get close to her—as long as he was close, he couldn’t stop looking at her. Later he simply gave up and no longer suppressed himself, helplessly allowing himself to fantasize.

After all, what he thought in his own mind, no one else could know.

On countless sleepless nights, he fantasized about scenes like tonight, completely encircling her.

Pinning her beneath him.

He couldn’t help himself. He lowered his head to press his lips against that tender skin, gently licking. Licking and biting, when Xie Ci kissed Xu You’s slightly parted petal-like lips, his spine tingled like electricity, his breathing involuntarily becoming rough.

Her mouth was warm. Her short, moist tongue tip was suddenly sucked and drawn in.

The two people on the sofa’s breathing rose and fell.

Heat surged. Xu You gradually became hazy and then clear-headed, feeling the person on top of her loosen his restraint. She felt something vaguely pressing against her lower abdomen but didn’t dare touch Xie Ci pressing down on her.

Not daring to say half a word, afraid of stimulating him again, her expression utterly defeated.

Xie Ci buried his head in the crook of her neck, damp black hair, burning breath making her tremble.

After waiting a long while.

He grabbed the jacket he’d earlier taken off and tossed aside, covering her with it, then abruptly stood up.

The bathroom’s dim yellow light turned on, followed by the sound of rushing water.

A few strands of Xu You’s hair stuck to her mouth. She slowly sat up. On her chest, arms, small legs were several light red marks from being pinched. Thinking of Xie Ci’s just now… indecent movements, Xu You felt all the blood in her body flowing backward. Not daring to think deeper, she silently pulled her disheveled nightgown back in order, the jacket covering her calves.

The pattering water sound stopped.

Only then did she snap back to herself and fled back to her room. Locking the door, her heart about to jump out of her chest.

—

Sitting on the edge of the bed calming her emotions, face burning hot. Xu You bit her lip, lost in thought.

It was already close to midnight. She sat at the head of the bed. Her phone’s charge was almost full. Just after unplugging it, the desk lamp flickered twice and the entire room suddenly plunged into darkness.

A flash of lightning outside the window, immediately followed by an explosion of rain sounds.

Rain began falling again at night.

Xu You raised her arm to press the switch on the wall. Pressing it twice repeatedly, the extinguished light had no response.

After a while, Xu You looked around—pitch black, unable to see anything clearly. She fumbled to stand up. Hadn’t walked two steps when the door was knocked on.

“—Xu You, are you there?” It was Xie Ci’s voice.

She slowly felt along the wall and pulled open the door.

“What is it?”

“Power’s out.”

“I know.”

Even though they couldn’t see each other, after what had just happened, she still felt uncomfortable…

Xie Ci paused. “Are you scared alone?”

“Not scared.”

“I’m scared. Can you come out and keep me company?”

Deep in the night, quiet and still, torrential rain outside. Xu You found a candle to light. Inside the room, the flickering candlelight swayed. Two distorted black shadows were cast on the living room wall.

Xie Ci sat on the small sofa. It was somewhat low. He sat with legs spread, elbows propped on his knees, looking proper and serious, not even letting his eyes wander randomly.

Eyes not wandering randomly didn’t mean his thoughts weren’t straying.

“That.” As soon as he turned his head, he met her eyes.

Too sudden.

Xu You asked, “What do you want to say?”

In the dim bean-sized light, Xie Ci looked at Xu You a few times. “What you said to me on the stairs just now, was it true?”

She was silent.

“—You said you really like me and will take good care of me in the future.” He repeated it methodically.

“Wait, don’t talk anymore.” Xu You’s eyelashes trembled, wishing she could cover his randomly speaking mouth.

She bit her lip, face slightly red, eyes seemingly holding autumn waters, making Xie Ci’s heart ripple, almost unable to control himself again.

Sitting and rippling for a while, he suddenly remembered something. “Do you remember in high school, once during evening self-study, it also rained and the power went out?”

“Then the teacher left and the classroom was especially chaotic. We all left our seats to play around wildly, but only you held a flashlight at your seat, quietly studying. Then I leaned over for a look—you were actually solving physics problems. At that time I really admired you, thinking, damn, this new classmate is really a fighter jet among top students.”

Xu You was amused by his strange descriptive words. After laughing in spite of herself, she said quietly, “Of course I remember.”

And remembered very clearly.

Xie Ci was surprised. “You remember?”

“You and Song Yifan held umbrellas making a racket beside me, even stepped on my foot, knocked over my desk, knocked my flashlight to the floor and broke it.”

Xie Ci listened with a smile. “Oh, and then?”

Her expression began to become uncomfortable. “That seems like it. I don’t remember the rest.”

Xie Ci said with certainty, “You definitely remember.”

Xu You: “…….”

Xie Ci said leisurely, “You picked up the flashlight and stood up.”

“You’re so annoying.” She interrupted him.

Xie Ci suppressed his laughter. “It’s been so long—wasn’t it just that when you stood up, you tripped in front of me and ended up kneeling by my leg?”

“……”

“I was still wondering what happened—the new classmate giving me such a grand bow.”

“…….”

“I helped you stand up and you even kicked me once. Thinking about it now still hurts.”

“…..”

“Are you embarrassed?” He asked tentatively.

Xu You turned her head away, her face clearly red.

“Alright, I won’t say anymore.” Xie Ci turned his head and smiled. His clean Adam’s apple bobbed twice. His gaze touched her bare, pale thighs, pausing for two or three seconds before moving away.

After a while, Xie Ci returned to the original topic. “Actually it’s not a big deal. Don’t hold a grudge. I suspect the reason you disliked me so much later was because of that night when I accidentally—”

The words were blocked in his mouth. Xie Ci’s eyes widened. Only two words remained in his heart.

Holy shit?!

Xu You knelt beside him, straightening up, both arms circling his neck, lips to lips pressing against his.

She slightly opened her mouth. The faint fragrance of soap beans on her body lingered at his nose.

Xie Ci’s brain short-circuited for a moment. He quickly turned the tables and kissed back, pressing her onto the sofa.

Her hair scattered messily on the cushions. Xu You was kissed dizzy. Her fingers fumbled to his soft black short hair. Her other hand was pressed down by Xie Ci, fingers interlaced.

Thin lips touching slender neck. He nibbled from her burning earlobe, sliding all the way to her chin. The hem of her nightgown was lifted.

The smoothness that one hand couldn’t hold…

He rubbed with his thumb and forefinger tips, hearing muffled moaning sounds emerge from her throat.

Really.

Deadly.

They’d clearly been chatting—how did talking lead to being entangled together a second time…

Dry kindling meeting flame—he really didn’t have that good of self-control.

In the silent room, only the mixed chaotic sounds of breathing, soft tongues intertwining, teeth lightly knocking together, somewhat painful.

Xie Ci endured until sweat appeared on his forehead. His waist, back, and neck were also covered in thin sweat. Xie Ci’s voice was hoarse, low and lower still. “Xu You, I…”

Under the leaping candlelight, this appearance of his dripping with sweat, immersed in desire—there was truly an indescribable, inescapable sexiness.

Speaking one word, then stopping. The hand propped beside her ear clenched, even the knuckles turning white.

Deliberately dragging it out, enduring to the limit, reason told Xie Ci he needed to stop and couldn’t continue further.

But reason worked once—the second time, it clearly didn’t work as well.

Xu You’s body went limp, hazily propping herself up, heart beating very fast. “Xie Ci, don’t take another cold shower.”

He gasped uncontrollably, chest heaving.

“Are you sure?”

“Mm…” She could barely speak anymore.

Behind them, the last bit of light in the living room was blown out.

In the darkness, she slowly came down from the sofa, barefoot, fumbling to come over and hold his hand.

Xie Ci took two or three heavy breaths, turned around to push Xu You into the corner, both hands encircling her entire person, lowering his head to seek soft lips.

—

The next day, Xu You slept until the world turned upside down before getting up.

Just pushing open the bedroom door, You Lele held a glass of juice, eyes looking straight ahead as she sat cross-legged on the sofa watching TV.

Her eyes fixed on Xu You, sweeping back and forth, saying quietly, “Xu You, which man did you fool around with last night?”

Xu You’s movement of pushing back her hair paused. She didn’t speak, casually pulling out a chair to sit down.

The phone on the table buzzed twice. Xu You picked it up to look, just about to answer.

You Lele set the juice beside the glass and in two or three steps ran over. “Look at yourself!”

On her neck, and collarbone, even her arms and calves—all had ambiguous reddish bruise marks. You Lele didn’t need to think to know…

She boldly pulled open Xu You’s nightgown collar and peeked inside.

Tsk tsk tsk tsk.

Intense battle!

Xu You protected her chest, not playing with her, taking time to answer the phone. “Hello?”

“Why did you take so long to answer?” Xie Ci asked.

Xu You pushed away You Lele’s claws while saying, “I was just sleeping.”

“You… these next few days, don’t run around.” His voice wasn’t quite natural. “Does it still… hurt?”

Hearing him say this, Xu You’s face also reddened, a bit embarrassed, stammering, “I’m fine.”

An ambiguous sweet atmosphere spread. Neither was willing to hang up first. After talking a few more sentences, just before hanging up, Xie Ci asked, “By the way, do you have time the day after tomorrow for Qixi Festival?”

“I’ll come find you?”

Xu You hummed in acknowledgment.

As soon as the call ended, You Lele couldn’t wait to pounce over, muttering, “Holy shit, looking at your body, your first love is no joke…”

“….”

You Lele’s face was full of mischief. “Last night, how many times?”

How could Xu You answer this kind of question? Like escaping, she went back to her room.

—

Qixi Festival—Xie Ci made an appointment with her at a location.

Xu You didn’t have the habit of putting on makeup when going out. After casually tidying up, she left.

He sat on a park railing waiting for her. Seeing Xu You approach, Xie Ci nonchalantly jumped down.

The park was very lively. The road was full of couples in pairs, neon lights flashing brilliantly. Xu You’s footsteps halted.

In a daze, seeing the person before her, she thought she’d returned to many years ago.

Xie Ci wore the black skull short-sleeve from his student days, his features even more handsome. He had both hands tucked in his jeans pockets, lazily smiling at her.

Only then did Xu You understand why Xie Ci had asked her to remember to bring her ID before leaving and to wear a white dress.

The flight from Shencheng to Linshi was at six in the evening.

The whole way, her heart pounded, feeling like she was in a dream.

“Why did you suddenly think of buying tickets back to Linshi?”

“What do you mean suddenly? I planned it long ago.” Xie Ci sat on the plane, constantly smiling. “Are you happy?”

—

Returning to Linshi.

This city, after so many years, was still the same as always—especially lively at night.

The lively, crowded masses—Xie Ci put his arm around Xu You’s shoulder and strolled with her through every street and alley.

The night market beside the park, and the small river, barbecue stands, trinket stalls still held many people.

In a plaza in the city center, prosperous advertising signs began to shine. Store windows reflected the coming and going pedestrians. The glass doors of buildings had constant foot traffic. Life was still beautiful, without much change.

He held her hand, walking road after road. Every few steps there were wooden benches to rest on.

“Do you remember—you and I watched the sunrise here?” Xie Ci bent his face down, looking at her very closely.

His pupils were black and bright, reflected in the bottom of her eyes.

Xu You’s heart was tender, also somewhat sour. “I remember.”

They watched the sunrise together. That time was winter—cold and freezing all night.

“I also remember that after I kissed you that time, you didn’t acknowledge me for a long while.”

She lightly bit her lip. “Who told you to act like a hooligan?”

Xie Ci didn’t care, kissing her on the street, silently laughing.

It was a sweet taste.

The two walked on the street for a long time, then got on a bus.

Nearly nine o’clock—only a scattered few people sat on the bus. The vehicle slowly started. They found a window seat to sit down.

They got off at No. 1 High School entrance.

First and second years had no evening self-study. Third-year evening self-study hadn’t let out yet. The school’s main gate and side gate were both closed. Only the security room and the third-year classroom building had lights on.

“Are we… going into the school?” She asked hesitantly.

“Otherwise what are we doing here?”

“But what if security won’t let us in?”

“We won’t go through the main entrance. How about I take you to climb the wall?”

Xu You was shocked. “Climb the wall?!” She turned her head to look at him in disbelief. “Are you sure?”

Xie Ci said seriously, “Otherwise what? You think I was the No. 1 High School’s top bully for nothing back then?”

Xu You: “……”

In the end they didn’t climb the wall. The two went to the security room, said they were visiting teachers, registered, and were let in.

The school had been renovated several times over the years. The general appearance still hadn’t changed. The colored fountain at the school gate, the plane trees planted along both sides of the road, the roses blooming perfectly on the black iron railings.

From the rubber track on the sports field, all the way to the basketball court, flag-raising platform, campus convenience store.

They walked hand in hand.

The former second-year classroom building had already been converted to the first-year building. He led her up the west building in the dark, relying on memory to find the original Class 9 classroom.

The classroom door was closed. Xie Ci propped his hands on the windowsill, forehead pressed against the glass to look inside.

Very fortunately, one glass sliding door happened to be unlocked. Xie Ci’s movements climbing through the window were natural and smooth, not diminished from his glory days.

After climbing in, he opened the door to let Xu You in.

The moonlight at night was very bright. Without turning on lights, it was just enough for them to see each other clearly.

Xu You was somewhat at a loss. She walked onto the podium. Her heart slowly surged like the tide, silently moved.

The empty classroom really seemed to return to the past. After so many years of dreamlike haziness, it seemed nothing had changed.

Xie Ci sat on a desk watching her.

Her appearance looking around was very cute.

“Achai.”

“Mm.”

Xu You slowly walked down from the podium and sat beside him. After a while, her head leaned on his shoulder.

Xie Ci lifted her face up. His eyes slightly narrowed. “Are you happy?”

She didn’t speak, gently closing her eyes.

Xie Ci said, “Two days ago I had a dream that we were still in high school.”

Xu You forcefully held back her moist eyes, listening to him say casually, “Then you reached out your hand to me, and I went with you.”

In the quiet, pitch-black classroom, his voice was gentle and blurred, as if returning to the beginning.

“I used to always steal glances at you in class.”

“Deliberately tighten your water bottle, imitate your speech when reading texts.”

“In PE class running, deliberately bump into you.”

“Pass by you and knock down your books and pens.”

“After school, secretly follow you home.”

“Later when we separated, I thought you were destined not to belong to me.”

“……”

“Xie Ci.” Xu You called his name. Her voice was very light, also very faint.

“Let me give you a home.”

He stared blankly. After a long while, he smiled. “Okay. From now on I’ll support you.”

I’ll give you a home, take good care of you.

Anyway, after all these years, I still couldn’t forget you.

From now on, whether morning or evening, or a hundred years—never again like many years ago. Never again able to seriously and persistently like someone.

Clearly just one ending away—who would be willing to start over from the beginning?

Seventeen-year-old Xie Ci—fighting, smoking, drinking, clubbing, liked mixing with older boys.

On a summer day, Xu You held books and under everyone’s gaze pushed open the classroom door to enter.

Boys sat on desks whistling.

The classroom was noisy and chaotic. Xie Ci propped his head with one hand, legs crossed and placed on a chair, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt.

She wore a white cotton dress and stopped in front of him.

Outside the window the sky was very blue, the forest lush and green, sunlight exceptionally brilliant.
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