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July in Ningcheng smelled like hot asphalt and watermelon rind.

By midmorning the heat had settled into the old residential alley lanes, softened them, turned the air above the pavement into something you could almost lean against. The building where the Lin family lived had been converted from a traditional courtyard house into a four-story apartment block sometime before Lin Sheng was born, and the renovation had kept almost nothing of the original except the proportions, narrow, close-walled, the kind of building that trapped cool air in winter and heat in summer with equal efficiency. A wind chime hung in the kitchen window. It moved sometimes, but not today.

Lin Sheng sat at the small desk in the corner of her bedroom and fanned herself with a paper fan, the kind printed with peach blossoms that had been pretty once and now was only useful. She was fourteen. She had been fourteen for two months and nineteen days, which felt both very new and very ordinary, the way most things did at fourteen. Outside, somewhere in the direction of the old road, she could hear the faint call of a candied hawthorn vendor, the caramelized hawthorn berries he sold every summer on a stick, the sound of his voice part of the season like the heat itself.

Her brother's voice was coming from the kitchen, sharp with excitement.

",said they can come this afternoon. Xiachuan's bringing the calculus notes."

Her mother's response was too quiet to make out. Then: "Don't forget we have fruit. Tell them to come for tea."

Lin Sheng stopped fanning herself.

She had heard the name Xu Xiachuan before. Lin Feng mentioned it with the particular frequency of someone who considered that name self-evidently important, the way he mentioned his basketball scores or the names of bands she didn't listen to. Xu Xiachuan was in his class. Xu Xiachuan had placed first in the prefecture mathematics competition. Xu Xiachuan was helping the group study for the university entrance examinations next year.

She had formed no image of him. Names her brother spoke that often usually belonged to boys who were loud and smelled like basketball courts.

She went back to fanning herself and tried to read.

They arrived at four, when the worst of the heat had just begun to break. Four of them, her brother and three others, and she heard them before she saw them, the clatter of backpacks set down at the door, the ritual exchange of hǎo hǎo hǎo with her mother, the squeak of shoes on the clean floor. Lin Sheng had migrated from her room to the sofa with her book, which was a strategic position she had taken without quite acknowledging why.

Her mother was already at the door to the kitchen, pleased in the way she always was when the apartment held more people.

"Come in, come in. I made mung bean drink, Lin Feng, don't make them stand there."

The boys filed in. Wang Yu first, tall and narrow-shouldered, with the slightly aggressive energy of someone who had been teased a lot and had decided to get there first. Then Zhou Hao, round-faced and wearing glasses. Then Chen Bo, who was arguing with Lin Feng about something in a low voice and kept gesturing with his hands.

The fourth one came through the door last, and he was carrying a bag of fruit.

She noticed the fruit first because it was unexpected, nobody brought fruit to a study session, and then she noticed the person carrying it. He was taller than the others, with the kind of posture that didn't try for anything, just existed. His school uniform was the same as Lin Feng's, white shirt slightly damp at the collar from the heat, and he was looking at his feet and then up at her mother with a small deliberate bow.

"These are for you, Auntie Lin. We're sorry to trouble you."

Her mother took the bag, genuinely pleased. "So polite! Not trouble at all, not at all."

Lin Feng caught Lin Sheng's eye and jerked his chin toward the group. "That's my little sister. Linlin, these are my classmates. Zhou Hao, Chen Bo, Wang Yu, and,"

"Xu Xiachuan." The one with the fruit bag had turned slightly, offering a small nod in her direction. "Hello, little sister."

His voice was calm. Not warm, exactly, but not the flat indifference of someone going through social motions either. He looked at her the way you look at something you have registered and filed, and then his attention moved back to her mother, back to the room.

Lin Sheng said hello to the floor.

They arranged themselves around the dining table with textbooks and notebooks and the particular territorial logic of students who had studied together long enough to have assigned positions without ever discussing it. Her mother brought in thinly sliced watermelon on a blue porcelain plate, then a second plate with melon seeds, then the mung bean soup in small bowls because it cooled the body in summer heat, and she fussed over them in the way she fussed over everyone, making sure each bowl was within reach.

Lin Sheng retreated to the sofa. She opened her book.

She did not read it.

From the corner of the room she could see the table without looking directly at it, which was a skill she had developed over the past two months without realizing it. Wang Yu was saying something with his hands. Zhou Hao had his glasses up on his forehead. Chen Bo had the kind of handwriting that required intense concentration to produce and was producing it now, head bent low.

And Xu Xiachuan was explaining something to Chen Bo, patient and precise, his pen moving over Chen Bo's notebook in short notations that Lin Sheng was too far away to read. He didn't perform the explanation. He didn't check whether anyone was watching him do it well. He just worked through the problem, tapping the pen twice at the end, and said something quiet that made Chen Bo sit up straighter and try again.

She turned a page she hadn't read.

The teasing started with Wang Yu, as things often did.

She had gotten up to get a glass of water from the kitchen, which meant walking past the table, and she had misjudged the geography of the afternoon, Wang Yu looked up at exactly the wrong moment and said, in the tone of someone who had just had a thought and decided to share it:

"Wait, this is really Lin Feng's little sister? She's so small. What grade are you in?"

"Second year of middle school," Lin Sheng said, because the question was direct and she didn't know yet to deflect.

"Second year?" Wang Yu looked at her with genuine puzzlement, which was somehow worse than mockery. "You look like fifth grade. Lin Feng, what does your sister eat?"

Zhou Hao laughed. It wasn't cruel, it was the automatic laugh of someone in a social situation where a laugh was the path of least resistance, but it landed on Lin Sheng's chest anyway, small and flat.

She was used to it. She had been small since she was old enough to be measured, and people commented on it the way they commented on weather: not to be unkind, but because it was there and observable and they hadn't thought further than that. She knew this. It didn't help.

Lin Feng said, "Relax, she's still growing," which was meant to defend her and mostly just confirmed the problem.

Lin Sheng looked at the kitchen doorway. She was not going to cry in front of her brother's classmates. She was not going to cry in front of anyone. She gripped the hem of her shirt with both hands and looked at the floor and thought about the glass of water she had come out here to get.

From the other side of the table:

"That's not anyone's business."

She looked up.

Xu Xiachuan hadn't moved. He was still looking at the notebook in front of him, pen in hand. He said it the way he might have said the answer is forty-seven, not heated, not embarrassed, just accurate. The words landed and stayed there, and Wang Yu blinked, and the easy social rhythm of the moment stopped.

"She'll probably hit a growth spurt in high school," Xu Xiachuan continued, and now he did look up, briefly, at Wang Yu. "My cousin was the shortest person in her class until she was sixteen. It happens." He glanced back at his notebook. "Can we look at problem twelve again? I think Chen Bo got it but I want to make sure."

Wang Yu opened his mouth, found nothing there worth saying, and closed it.

Chen Bo cleared his throat and turned the notebook.

She stood very still in the space between the sofa and the dining table.

Xu Xiachuan had not made a speech about it. He had not told Wang Yu he was being unkind or asked him to apologize. He had said what was true, that it wasn't anyone's business, that these things happened, and then moved the conversation somewhere else entirely, so efficiently that Wang Yu had no position left to occupy.

She had been defended before. Her mother defended her loudly and with great feeling. Lin Feng defended her the way older brothers defended things they were mildly annoyed about. Teachers made announcements.

This was different. She couldn't say how.

She went to the kitchen and got her water and came back and sat on the sofa, and she did not look at the table again for a while, because she thought her face might be doing something she didn't want anyone to see.

She was at the kitchen doorway, pretending to think about getting more water, when she heard the sound of a chair. She turned.

Xu Xiachuan had gotten up from the table. He crossed to the kitchen, paused at the doorway beside her, briefly, without stopping, and she heard the sound of the kitchen drawer opening, then closing. She wasn't sure what he'd been looking for.

When he came back, he was carrying something small in his hand. He stopped in front of her.

"Here," he said, and held it out.

It was a small paper sleeve of white milk candy, the old-fashioned kind, wrapped individually in wax paper with a small picture of a cow on each piece. She had seen them in the plastic bag of fruit and snacks his group had brought, and hadn't thought about them since.

She looked at the candy. She looked at him.

"For you," he said, unnecessarily. He was already turning away, like the whole transaction was finished and he had other things to do.

"Don't listen to what they said," he added, not quite looking at her. "You're fine the way you are."

Then he went back to the table and sat down and said something to Chen Bo that started a new conversation about mathematics, and that was that.

Lin Sheng stood by the kitchen doorway with the paper sleeve of milk candy in both hands.

You're fine the way you are.

She didn't know what to do with it. It was such a plain sentence. It wasn't a compliment, exactly, it didn't say she was tall or beautiful or exceptional. It said: you are as you are and that is sufficient. Nobody had ever said that to her before and meant it so evidently without wanting anything back.

She sat down on the sofa. She looked at the candy. The afternoon light was changing, going golden, the way Ningcheng afternoons did in July when the heat began to thin at the edges, and it came through the living room window at a low angle and caught in the individual crinkles of the wax paper.

She didn't eat it. She held it.

The study session broke up at dusk. Her mother packed persimmons into the boys' bags as they gathered their things, the way she always sent people away with something, and there was the usual noise of backpacks and goodbyes. Lin Sheng stood at the edge of the hallway and watched them put on their shoes.

Xu Xiachuan was last, because he had helped stack the bowls by the kitchen door without being asked, and her mother was thanking him for this in the warmly excessive way she thanked people for things that didn't require thanks. He was very patient about it.

At the door he turned and saw Lin Sheng standing in the hallway.

"Good luck with your studies," he said. "If you have trouble with the mathematics problems, you can ask Lin Feng to ask me."

She nodded. She didn't trust her voice to be steady, so she didn't use it.

He nodded back and left. The door closed. The wind chime in the kitchen window moved once, tonelessly, and was still.

After dinner, after the dishes, after her mother said go to bed early, you look tired and her father said nothing because he was already reading, Lin Sheng went to her room and sat on the edge of her bed.

She kept the light off for a while. Above her, the glow-in-the-dark star stickers she'd put up in third grade were doing their last faint work of the night, slowly going dark. She could see the shapes of them, irregular constellations she had stuck up at random, no particular pattern, just stars and ceiling and here.

She opened her palm. The paper sleeve was still there, somewhat warm from being held.

She went to her desk and opened the small carved box in the top drawer, the one with the painted flowers on the lid that she used for things that mattered: a birthday card from Su Wan, a postcard she'd found on the ground with a picture of a mountain, a pressed flower from her grandmother's garden. She set the candy inside carefully, without unwrapping it.

Closed the drawer.

Sat back on her bed.

Xu Xiachuan.

She said the name in her head, not as a decision, just to see how it felt, the three syllables of it, the shape. The way people said it like it was its own small complete thing.

Outside her window the summer night was happening: insects, and somewhere a car, and the distant television noise from the apartment below. Completely ordinary. And here she was, sitting on her bed with a feeling she didn't have a name for, warm and slightly uncomfortable, like standing too close to something bright.

She didn't understand it yet. She was fourteen. She had never felt anything like this and so she didn't know what she was feeling, only that it was there, settled in the middle of her chest, and that it had something to do with a sleeve of milk candy in a carved box and a voice saying you're fine the way you are.

She lay down. She looked at the ceiling stars going dark.

AuntieXiachuan, she thought, because that was how she would have called him if she'd called him anything at all. The honorific felt right, he was older, he was her brother's friend, he belonged to a different part of the world from hers.

Thank you.

She closed her eyes. Outside the window the summer night continued, indifferent and complete, and inside her chest something that had no name yet began, quietly, to grow.
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The candy sat in the carved box for three days before Lin Sheng stopped thinking about it every time she opened the drawer.

By the fourth day she had developed a system: she took out whatever she needed, a pencil, her ruler, the small eraser shaped like a strawberry, without looking at the far corner where the box sat. This required a specific angle of approach to the drawer, slightly from the left, which she managed without admitting to herself that she was managing it.

On the fifth day she opened the drawer, forgot the system, and looked.

The paper sleeve was still there. Slightly flattened now from the pressure of the eraser resting beside it. She stared at it for a long moment and then closed the drawer and went back to her homework.

He came again the following Saturday. She knew because she heard her mother exclaim from the kitchen, oh, persimmons again, you really shouldn't have, and then Lin Feng's voice overlapping with another voice she was already starting to recognize, lower and quieter than the rest.

She stayed in her room.

Not to avoid him. Or not only that. She had decided, in the way fourteen-year-olds decide things, that she should not appear too eager, should not wander out on false pretexts, should not let him catch her watching. She sat at her desk and opened her literature textbook and read the same paragraph four times.

The voices from the other room established themselves: Wang Yu complaining about something, Chen Bo asking a question, Lin Feng answering too loudly. And underneath, occasionally, a sentence that she could track without catching its meaning, just its register, measured, spare.

She was aware of the exact distance between her room and the dining table.

After an hour she needed water. This was genuinely true, she had a glass beside her desk and it was empty and she was thirsty. She told herself this was the reason she went to the kitchen, and believed it enough to carry the empty glass as evidence.

The dining table was visible from the kitchen doorway. She filled the glass without looking at it. She turned to go back.

"Linlin." Her mother, appearing from somewhere, lowering her voice the way she did when she was trying to communicate something without being obvious. "Ask the boys if they want more tea."

"Ma,"

"It's polite. Go."

She went.

There were only three of them now, Zhou Hao had apparently left early, something about a dentist's appointment, and they were deep in something that involved Lin Feng's notebook and a diagram Chen Bo was drawing badly. Wang Yu had his feet on the chair rungs. Nobody looked up.

Except one person did, briefly, when she appeared at the doorway.

"Do you want more tea," she said, approximately in the direction of the table.

"I'm fine," said Wang Yu, not looking up.

"Fine," said Chen Bo.

Xu Xiachuan looked at his own cup, which was still half full, and then at her. "Thank you, but I'm all right."

He had the same quality as before, she thought, or noticed, or filed somewhere, of making ordinary sentences feel considered rather than automatic. Like he actually looked at the cup before deciding he didn't need more tea.

She went back to her room. Her glass was still full. She put it on the desk and sat down and stared at her literature textbook without pretending to read.

They came three more times that month, then twice more in September, the cadence of the visits following the pressure of some examination schedule she wasn't tracking. Each time the composition shifted slightly: sometimes Wang Yu didn't come, sometimes Chen Bo was late, once there were two extra boys she didn't recognize and the dining table became crowded and loud. But Xu Xiachuan was always there.

She learned things about him the way you learn things when you're not supposed to be learning them, obliquely, by accident, through overheard context. He had an older sister who had married and moved to another city. He disliked a particular teacher whose methods he considered inefficient, which Lin Feng found funny. He had already taken a practice examination for Peking University, which made her brother go quiet in a way that suggested respect or envy or both. He ate the melon seeds her mother set out but always stopped after a small handful, as though he had counted them.

She folded her first paper star sometime in the third week.

She hadn't planned to. She had learned the technique in fifth grade, a phase when all the girls in her class were making them and competing over whose bottle would fill first, and she'd forgotten the skill until one evening she found herself with a strip of paper from a torn notebook edge and her fingers moving through the remembered geometry of it. The finished star was irregular, slightly crushed, but recognizably a star. She looked at it for a moment.

She put it in the carved box beside the candy.

She told herself it wasn't about anything. Then she thought about the fact that she was telling herself it wasn't about anything, and went to bed.

The bottle came from her mother.

It had been used for bayberry jam, dark glass, wide mouth, the label removed but the ghost of old glue still faintly visible on one side. Her mother had washed and dried it and was going to store wooden cooking spoons in it, and then changed her mind, and it sat on the kitchen counter for two days before Lin Sheng asked if she could have it.

"What for?"

"For, a project." This was true enough. She was not sure what the project was yet.

Her mother handed it over without ceremony, already moving on to something else. Lin Sheng carried it to her room and set it on the shelf above her desk between her dictionary and a small ceramic rabbit that had been a New Year's gift. She looked at it. A glass bottle, heavy and ordinary and completely empty.

She folded another star that night. Properly this time, she found the right weight of paper, the long narrow strip, the five-pointed result that sat in her palm like something with a little density to it. She dropped it into the bottle. It made a small sound against the glass.

She stood there for a moment and then turned off the desk lamp and went to bed.

October came. The heat eased, and the light in the afternoons changed, going slant and gold in the way that meant autumn was serious about arriving this year. Xu Xiachuan was in the apartment again for what she had started thinking of, without speaking it, even to herself, as the usual reason.

She was studying at her desk when she heard her mother call her name.

"Come out for a minute. Help me carry things."

She went. Her mother was in the kitchen assembling cups on a tray with the focused energy she brought to feeding people. Lin Sheng picked up the tea kettle.

"You can take that out. And the cookies, the ones in the tin."

She carried the tea to the table. Nobody noticed because they were in the middle of something, a disagreement about a method that had Wang Yu nearly out of his chair with indignation. Lin Sheng set down the cups and the tin and started back to the kitchen.

"Thank you," Xu Xiachuan said.

She stopped.

He wasn't looking at her, he was still following the argument, one finger marking his place in the open textbook, but he had said it clearly, directed at the space she occupied. She stood there one extra second, which she hoped was not visible.

"You're welcome," she said, which was also the first time she had spoken directly to him since the first visit.

He nodded, still not looking up, and the argument pulled him back.

She returned to her room and sat down at her desk and felt the absence of the conversation they hadn't had.

The visits stopped in November. The university entrance examinations arrived and consumed everything, Lin Feng disappeared into the study sessions and review books, her parents became careful and quiet in the way parents did during examination season, and the apartment shifted into a different register. Xu Xiachuan was presumably doing the same thing somewhere else, preparing for the examinations that would determine where he spent the next four years.

Lin Sheng went back to her ordinary routines. She did her own homework, which felt suddenly lighter without the comparative presence of older students doing harder things. She added stars to the bottle without counting them. She read ahead in her Chinese literature textbook because she liked it, which surprised her a little.

Sometimes in the evenings she would hear Lin Feng talking to Xu Xiachuan on the phone, the particular register of a conversation with a close friend, half-audible through the wall. She couldn't make out words. She wasn't trying to. She lay on her bed and looked at the ceiling stars and listened to the shape of the conversation without its content, which told her: they were both nervous, they were managing it differently, they trusted each other with the nervousness.

In December, Lin Feng came home one night with an expression she recognized, the one he wore when something had happened that he was sorting out before mentioning it.

"Xiachuan's results came in," he said at dinner.

Her mother looked up. Her father set down his chopsticks.

"And?"

"He got into Yihe University. Civil Engineering." Lin Feng said it with the particular flatness of someone who was mostly proud and slightly something else. "Full marks in the technical subjects. Almost full in the others."

"Yihe," her mother said. "That's far."

"Five hours by high-speed train." Lin Feng picked up his chopsticks again. "He's going in September."

Lin Sheng looked at her bowl.

She had not thought about this. Or she had not let herself think about it. Xu Xiachuan was in this city, was in this apartment sometimes, existed in the geography of her brother's life in a way that made him available if not accessible. Five hours was a different country. Five hours was not the same building on the other side of the study-group table, not the low voice she could track without meaning to, not the small nod she could count on when she appeared in the kitchen doorway.

She ate the rest of dinner without speaking, which was not unusual enough to comment on.

The months between winter and late summer had a quality she would remember later as muffled, school, homework, the small social world of her year, her mother's jasmine plants blooming on the balcony and then not blooming. She folded stars when she had strips of paper. She did not count them. She told herself the count didn't matter, which was the same as knowing it did.

Once, in April, she unrolled one of the early stars and looked at the paper inside, blank, because she had never written anything on them, never understood the point of that particular step in the ritual, and then rolled it back and dropped it in the bottle again. She wasn't sure what she had expected to find.

She was doing better in school. This was the kind of thing her teachers said, you've been working harder, it shows, and she nodded when they said it. The real version was different: she had started reading ahead in all her subjects, not because she was anxious about marks but because the reading was easier to do than other things, and left her less time for whatever the other things were.

Su Wan, her closest friend, noticed the change and said so.

"You're different this year."

"I'm studying more."

"That's not what I mean. You seem like you're thinking about something."

Lin Sheng considered this. They were eating at the school canteen, the particular early-autumn version of it that smelled like congee and floor cleaner. "I'm always thinking about something."

"Something specific."

"Aren't you?"

Su Wan gave her the look that meant I know you're deflecting but I'm choosing not to push, a skill she'd developed over years of friendship, and let it go.

The announcement came in late July. Lin Feng delivered it in the living room while their mother folded laundry and their father read his newspaper, the way important things were often delivered in their family: casually, to no particular audience.

"Xiachuan leaves at the end of August. He got a place in the engineering faculty dormitory."

Their mother said: "We should have him over for dinner before he goes."

Their father said: "Good school."

Lin Sheng, who had been pretending to read on the sofa, said nothing.

But she thought: the end of August. She counted backward. Three weeks. She had not seen him since the visits stopped in November, not since a brief sighting at the lunar new year gathering when their families had overlapped for an hour and he had been seated too far away to speak to and had left early. That was eight months ago. She had nine stars in the bottle at the new year, and now she had forty-three, though she still refused to count.

She had one month less three weeks.

She went to her room and opened the drawer and looked at the carved box and the bottle on the shelf above her desk and told herself very clearly that this was not a meaningful thing to be thinking about.

Her mother had Xu Xiachuan for dinner the second week of August.

There were others, Zhou Hao came, and a boy named Chen Bo who had become part of the regular circle, and the table was full and her mother cooked things that required multiple pots, which meant the apartment smelled like cooking for the whole afternoon. Lin Sheng had decided to be calm. She had been practicing being calm for the better part of a month and thought she was reasonably prepared.

He was taller than she remembered, which didn't make sense because it had only been eight months and he was already done growing. Probably she had just remembered him as being the same height as Lin Feng, which he was not, he was slightly taller, and she noticed it when he came through the door and her mother made them stand together briefly so she could compare, the way mothers did.

She was calm through dinner. She passed dishes without being asked. She answered questions about school. She did not look at him more than was natural, by which she meant she only looked when there was a reason to look, which was most of the time, which she dealt with by making sure there was always something else to look at nearby.

After dinner, while the others were clearing the table, he stopped beside her in the kitchen doorway.

"You seemed quieter tonight," he said.

She was very still. "I'm always this quiet."

"You weren't, the first time." He said it without particular judgment. "You were reading on the sofa."

She had no response for this. He had been paying enough attention to have a first-time to compare against, which she hadn't expected, and the knowledge of it sat somewhere in her chest and would not arrange itself into anything manageable.

"I've been reading more," she said, eventually. "This year."

"What kind of things?"

"Literature, mostly. Some history."

"Good." He said it the way he said most things, like he meant it plainly, not like a compliment and not like an empty word. "Reading history when you're young makes everything else easier later."

She almost asked: easier how? But Lin Feng called from the other room, something that required Xu Xiachuan's presence, and he turned and went, and the kitchen doorway was just a kitchen doorway again.

She went to the station.

It was not planned. Or it was planned in the way that things get planned when you tell yourself you're not planning anything but also think about it extensively for two weeks. She asked her mother if she could go, and her mother said yes without asking too many questions, and Lin Feng said "come on then" with the air of someone who expected her to be bored in an hour.

The station was full. She had expected it to be full, it was August, the season of departures, students leaving for universities across the country with everything they needed for four years packed into luggage they were now dragging across marble floors. The sound was enormous: wheels on stone and announcements from speakers and the shapeless accumulation of hundreds of simultaneous conversations. She stayed close to Lin Feng and tried to look like someone who belonged somewhere with this many people.

Xu Xiachuan's father was there, a lean man with careful eyes who shook Lin Feng's hand and said something Lin Sheng was too far away to catch. His aunt had come too, carrying a bag and looking at the departure boards with the practical concentration of someone who had done this before. The father smiled at Lin Sheng and she bowed slightly, not knowing what else to do.

There was a group of them, four or five friends, a few family members, the particular compression of people who had gathered to say goodbye and were now having trouble starting. Wang Yu made a joke. Someone laughed. Lin Feng punched Xu Xiachuan on the shoulder, the particular affectionate violence of boys.

Lin Sheng stood at the edge of the group.

She had thought about what she might say. She had not written it down, not exactly, she was not someone who wrote things down, except for homework, but she had constructed sentences in her head the way you construct things that need to be used, carefully and with attention to how they would actually sound. I hope you study well. Let us know how it is. Write if you get the chance. All of these were fine. None of them were what she wanted to say, which was also something she had not let herself think directly.

He found her at the edge of the group before she found him.

He crouched slightly, the same thing he'd done the first time, dropping to her level as if height was an inconvenience to be solved rather than a fact to be managed, and she thought suddenly that she would remember this specifically, this precise angle of him looking at her instead of down at her.

"Worried about something?" he said.

She should have said no. "A little."

"About what?"

She couldn't say: that you'll go and it will be five hours and eight months will become a year and then longer and you won't know that I, "That it's far," she said.

"It is."

"Do you know anyone there?"

"Not yet. I'll know people."

This was probably true. He was the kind of person who would know people, not because he was effusive or easy in the way some people were easy, but because he was reliable, which turned out to matter more. People remembered reliable.

"BrotherXiachuan," she started, and then did not finish the sentence because she had reached the edge of what she was willing to say.

He waited.

"Good luck," she said. Which was insufficient and also true.

He nodded. He did not say you'll be fine or don't worry or any of the other things people said when they meant well and were also slightly impatient to get on with leaving. He said: "You too. With school this year."

She looked at him.

"Lin Feng said you've been doing well."

Lin Feng had been talking to him, she realized, during those phone calls she'd listened to without listening. Not specifically about her, probably, but enough to know that, to retain it. The thought did something unhelpful to her breathing.

"Thank you," she said.

The announcement came over the speakers, garbled and enormous, and around them the group began to move. Lin Feng was there again, and Wang Yu, and the brief efficient ceremony of a leaving, backslaps, handshakes, the aunt pressing food into Xu Xiachuan's bag while he tried to prevent her. He straightened, finally, with his pack on his back, and looked once across the group at no one in particular, and then at Lin Sheng.

"Take care of yourself," he said. And then he was walking toward the gate with his father, the aunt hurrying beside them, and the crowd took him.

She watched until she couldn't see him anymore.

In the taxi going home, Lin Feng sat beside her with his feet on the seat edge the way their mother would have told him not to. He didn't say anything for a while. She looked out the
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