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Chapter One: Electric Blue

[image: ]


[image: ]

Adam

Bìhé smelled like wet concrete and fried dough the morning of my first freshman Oral English class at Xīnglín College. I decided to take that as a good sign.

I was thirty, American, and somehow already nervous even though I wasn’t late. Building 2, Room 105. The hallway paint looked like old tea. I wrote my name on the board — Adam Cole — and under it the Chinese name the foreign-affairs office gave me: Ādāng. The tones were wrong on purpose. Students liked that. It made me harmless.

“You can call me Adam,” I said. “Or Ādāng lǎoshī. Or just — hey — if you brought me coffee.”

A few of them laughed. Freshman laughs are careful. They’re still figuring out if you’re okay.

Thirty-odd faces. Military-training sunburns still fading. I did the usual round: names, hometowns, one thing you’re bad at. A boy in the third row said he was bad at waking up. A girl by the window said she was bad at English and then spoke better English than half the teachers I knew.

Then I saw the nails.

Second row, left side, hands folded on a pink notebook. Long dark hair half-up with a cheap plastic clip. Soft face. Quiet mouth. And on every fingertip, a blue so bright it looked electric — not pastel, not navy. The kind of blue you notice from across a room. On a September Monday in a small college town, that was a choice.

I wanted to ask her about them. I wanted to ask her about everything. Instead I pointed my marker at her notebook and tried to look normal.

“Name?”

“Luci,” she said. Then, clearer: “Yì Fēi. English name Luci. L-U-C-I.”

“Where from?”

“Dōngyuán. Same city. But I live in the dorms. Freshman rule.”

“One thing you’re bad at?”

She hesitated half a second — not shy exactly. More like she was deciding. “Sports,” she said. “All of them. And... saying the first thing I think.”

That second part stuck with me.

“Lucky for you,” I said, keeping my voice teacher-light, “this class is talking, not basketball.”

She smiled small. The blue nails tapped once on the pink cover. I looked away before I stared.

I taught. Icebreakers. Pair work. A stupid game with vocabulary cards that made them groan and then compete like it mattered. I was good at this part — warm, a little funny, not trying too hard. The whole time I kept noticing that blue out of the corner of my eye.

After class I made them scan a QR code for the WeChat group: Xīnglín Oral Eng 1. “Assignments, cancellations, and memes I pretend are educational,” I said. “No spam. No homework answers at 2 a.m. unless the homework is due at 8 a.m., in which case I will judge you silently.”

They filed out. Luci’s bag strap caught on the desk corner; she freed it with those impossible nails and didn’t look at me again. I erased the board carefully, like that would help me think straight.

I had a rule. I’d kept it for years. Don’t date anyone you teach. Don’t put anything on WeChat you wouldn’t show the dean. Don’t hang around alone after dark in a way that looked wrong. I’d watched other foreign teachers get careless and leave on quiet planes in March. I liked teaching. I liked Bìhé. I liked sleeping at night.

I also had an electric Bronco, a Mustang Mach-E I mostly drove for fun, two small rental houses near the old bus station — I collected rent from my tenants when it was due — and a training school called Blue River English on weekends and Friday nights. Kevin taught for me there when I couldn’t. At Xīnglín I only had about three or four classes a week, so the rest of my time was mine. I had a dog named Mochi who loved every guest, and two cats — Pepper and Bean — who loved nobody. I wrote erotic fiction under a pen name for a little money and a lot of privacy. I ran the river path most days I could. I messed with a 3D printer on my desk — failed mini vases, filament smell, the occasional small dog charm that made Mochi tilt his head. I wasn’t a saint. I just tried to be decent.

My phone buzzed in the stairwell.

Unknown student avatar. Something in the new group, then a private ping a second later — students here are careful about what goes in the big chat.

The private message was a photo.

Me, mid-sentence, marker raised, mouth half open. I hoped it looked like teaching. It mostly looked like a blur. Morning light in the windows behind me. Not my best angle — and somehow I still looked like I was having fun.

Luci: lǎoshī, is this okay? I took it sneaky. If not okay I delete!!

I stood on the landing while two boys from another class shoved past with basketballs.

Adam: It’s okay. Really. You can have a real photo anytime if you want. You don’t have to be sneaky — although I don’t mind sneaky either.

A beat.

Adam: I think I’m not photogenic. But I don’t mind photos.

Luci: You look nice in this one. Like you like teaching.

I stared at that longer than I should have.

Adam: I do like teaching. Thanks for the sneak.

I put the phone away. Walked to the faculty lot. Sat in the Bronco with the AC off and the windows cracked. Told myself blue nail polish wasn’t a personality, and one polite WeChat chat wasn’t the start of anything.

Before the semester started I’d told myself Bìhé would be simple. Teach the few college classes I had every week. Run. Write. Mess with the 3D printer. Feed the animals. Collect rent from my tenants when it was due. That was a good life. The kind that didn’t leave you distracted by someone’s nail polish.

In the faculty kitchen after that first class, Old Teacher Zhōu asked how the freshmen looked.

“Awake,” I said. “Mostly.”

“Any troublemakers?”

“Not yet.”

He snorted. “There is always one. The one you remember in March.”

I thought of electric blue and said nothing. Drank instant coffee that tasted like nothing. Checked the group chat: stickers, a boy asking if attendance was mandatory (yes), Luci’s sneaky photo already saved to my camera roll. So much for professional.

Back at the apartment that afternoon I tried to print a mini vase I’d downloaded for free. It warped halfway up. Filament everywhere. I left the failure on the desk and told myself hobbies were supposed to look stupid at first.

· · ·

That night I went running. River path, easy pace, headphones off. I still couldn’t stop thinking about her: those electric blue nails on the pink notebook, the sneaky photo of me teaching, the way she’d typed lǎoshī like she was asking permission to be soft. I checked my phone at the turnaround even though nothing new was there. Put it away. Checked it again half a kilometer later.

Home, Mochi checked my shoes like they might be hiding snacks. I fed Pepper and Bean, drank water at the sink, and opened my laptop on the couch. I was rewriting the same novel for the third time — two people in a warm room who wanted each other. I never used anyone’s real face.

My phone lit again.

Luci: lǎoshī, random question. Do you like romantic stories?

I typed why? erased it. Typed sometimes. sent that.

Luci: I like them a lot. The kind where people are careful and then not careful. Sorry if weird.

Something in my chest jumped.

Adam: Not weird. I... write some. Not famous. Small money. I love it though.

Three dots. Gone. Back.

Luci: Can I read one? Only if you want!!

I looked at the open document. Chapter six had a scene that was not for class. Not even for polite company. Heat in a kitchen. Hands. Breath. The kind of detail strangers paid for, and that made me panic thinking about Luci reading it at 11 p.m. in a freshman dorm.

Adam: If I send one, some parts are... adult. I don’t want you uncomfortable. You can say no. Or stop anytime.

Luci: I am 18. I have read books. Send if you trust me with notes. I give good notes. My mom says I am annoying about details.

I laughed out loud. Pepper the cat glared from the couch.

I exported a clean file, stripped the pen name, attached it, and hit send before I could talk myself out of it.

Adam: No pressure. Truly. Sleep well, Luci.

Luci: Good night, Ādāng lǎoshī.

I put the phone face down. Mochi sighed against my ankle. Outside, Bìhé’s river moved in the dark.

· · ·

After I sent the file I couldn’t sit still. The 3D printer on my desk hummed through a tiny dog charm I’d queued earlier — layers stacking slow, PLA smelling like warm plastic and dust. Tonight was just me, the animals, and a progress bar that didn’t care how anxious I was.

Luci hadn’t finished the novel yet. Or she had and hated it. Or she had and was writing a polite message that would ruin my week. Chill on the outside. Not chill in my hands.

I stood on my closed-in balcony and looked toward Xīnglín, even though I couldn’t see it from here.

Twelve years. Eighteen and thirty. Legal. Adult. Still a gap you could trip on if you weren’t careful.

I whispered a Chinese phrase I’d been practicing — wǒ xǐhuān... — and mangled the tones so badly even I winced. Luci would laugh if she heard it. I wanted her to laugh. I wanted her to correct me with those blue nails tapping the table.

“Tomorrow,” I told Mochi. “We act normal.”

Mochi wagged. That didn’t mean much.

The printer chirped done. The dog charm was crooked. I laughed once, quiet, and left it on the desk anyway. Somewhere in the freshman dorms, she was opening a file I’d written with my whole private self. I had no idea what tomorrow would look like.

· · ·

I graded
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