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In the summer breeze of Liangshan, there wafts a fresh scent of vegetation from Dashan. The green and yellow terraces rise in patchwork along the mountainside, varying in height, while the fields of ripened rice sway gently in the wind. Lin Yifan, holding up his trousers, followed his mother to harvest the early rice.

With the sound of the sickle, bundles of rice quickly fell. Lin Yifan helped gather the cut stalks to the edge of the ridge, shook off the grains, and tied them into bundles one by one.

"Are you tired?" Mother Li asked him. "Take a break if you're tired."

"It's okay." Lin Yifan rolled up the sleeves of his short-sleeved shirt and wiped his sweat. In the distance, he spotted a white off-road vehicle maneuvering along the winding dirt road like a dragon, heading towards their modest adobe house nestled low on the mountainside.

Mother Li also noticed it. Hurriedly finishing tying a bundle of rice, she wiped her brow and exclaimed, "Look, Xiaoxia, could that be your Jinyu brother?"

Lin Yifan pursed his lips tightly, his feelings of joy and anticipation veiled.

"I'm not sure," he replied, watching the off-road vehicle wind through the mountains, raising clouds of dust until it disappeared around the S-shaped curve.

Meanwhile, the white off-road vehicle came to a stop in front of Lin Yifan's adobe house. Curious neighbors, accustomed to ox carts and horses, crowded around to see the rare sight. Buses to town made only three trips a day and never reached this remote spot.

The mountain road was rough, challenging even for pedestrians, let alone vehicles. Few families in the entire region owned cars—they simply couldn't afford them. Thus, the arrival of this immaculate white vehicle with its gleaming paint drew the attention of both adults and children alike.

Father Lin had been waiting at the door. As the shiny white cab door swung open, a man in his middle years stepped onto the hard dirt path. He wore sharp glasses and greeted Father Lin warmly before assisting his wife and children out of the car.

"Hello, hello," Father Lin welcomed them in Mandarin. "Are you Father Lin?"

"Li Zinan," the man replied with a smile, shaking hands with Father Lin. "And this is my son, Li Ruoying. Jinyu, say hello to your uncle."

Li Ruoying, dressed smartly in blue and white sportswear with an MP5 player in his pocket and a Bluetooth headset, looked around with a hint of disdain. His initial thought upon arrival in this rural setting was disbelief: how could such places still exist in modern China?

Upon hearing Father Lin's greeting, Li Ruoying reluctantly approached and greeted his uncle.

"Hello," Father Lin rubbed his hands together. "My son and his mother are in the fields but have been notified. They'll be back shortly."

Though younger than Father Lin, the mountain sun had weathered his face, etching deep lines like knives. His calloused hands bore witness to years of hard labor, making him appear older than Li Zinan.

"Come inside, come inside," Father Lin ushered them into the adobe house, leading the way through a simple courtyard paved with stone slabs.

Mother Li had risen early that day, diligently cleaning both inside and out in anticipation of their city guest. Even the barn had been scrubbed clean multiple times.

Father Lin invited everyone to sit on the lone sofa in the house, fetched cups for water, and pulled up a stool for himself.

"No need to trouble yourselves," Li Zinan declined politely. "We're just here to drop off Jinyu and won't be staying. We apologize for any inconvenience caused."

"Not at all, not at all," Father Lin waved off the concern. "Bringing Jinyu here wasn't any trouble at all. Lin Yifan will be back soon, and I've asked him to show his younger brother around."

As the two fathers discussed plans for Jinyu's stay and caught up on family matters, Li Ruoying attempted to persuade his mother to let him return home early, pleading that he disliked spending his summer vacation in such a remote place. However, Mother Li simply shook her head helplessly in response.

"Everyone's here now; we should be leaving," Father Lin announced after a brief conversation, placing his cup down.

"Not even staying for a meal?" Li Zinan asked.

Father Lin shook his head repeatedly, rising to approach Li Ruoying, who sat broodingly.

"Xiao Yu'er," Father Lin called out, squatting down beside him. However, Li Ruoying remained sulky and refused to meet his gaze.

"Son, I understand you're upset," Li Zinan began gently. "But your father sent you here because he hopes you'll spend your time more meaningfully than in previous vacations. Your mother and I have no relatives left in our hometown, and he wants you to have a different experience. Can you try to get along with your brother?"

After a reluctant pause, Li Ruoying nodded slightly.

Li Zinan smiled, reassuringly touching his son's cheek. "Your mother isn't worried about you. She'll be in Chengdu for a few days and will pick you up at the end of summer vacation."

As they walked out into the courtyard, Li Ruoying plugged in his Bluetooth headset, slipped his hands into his pockets, and started up his MP5 player, absentmindedly tracing the cracks in the ground as he followed along.

The MP5 played a song by Yuguo Band, "Finish This Dance, My Lover," a favorite of Li Ruoying's. Though the lyrics spoke of parting, its melody was lively and romantic, stirring up emotions typical of teenage love.

As he stepped across the worn threshold, Li Ruoying heard Father Lin enthusiastically greet someone, "Hey! The kid's back!"

Soon after, a youthful voice, sounding older than Li Ruoying, replied, "Yeah, Dad, I'm back."

In the midst of the bustling household, with dust swirling in the sunlight streaming through the windows, Li Ruoying gazed quietly at the young man, captivated by the excitement and romance of the song.

It was the first time Li Ruoying laid eyes on Lin Yifan. On that ordinary, sweltering afternoon, neither of them realized that their silent exchange marked the beginning of a long and unfolding tale.
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Lin Yifan entered the house, noticed the guests, and exchanged brief greetings with Father Lin and Mother Lin. Seeing Lin Yifan sweating from the rice cutting, Lin Longji suggested he wash up and change into dry clothes. The mountain air was cooler than the fields, so there was no risk of catching a cold.

Lin Yifan nodded and walked to the courtyard well to fetch water. Meanwhile, Lin Longji turned to Li Ruoying and introduced, "This is my older brother, just over a year older than you. After dinner, I'll have him show you around. If he gives you trouble, just let me know, and Uncle will support you."

Li Ruoying discreetly observed Lin Yifan as he drew water from the well. He was unlike any of the classmates or friends his age. His peers at school were carefree, doodling behind teachers' backs during class, passing notes, and reading novels. After school, they dashed through the corridors in a frenzy. On weekends, Li Ruoying would sit with them by the window at KFC or Starbucks, wearing Bluetooth headphones, listening to music, cooling off with air conditioning, and munching on burgers.

However, Lin Yifan remained silent and composed. He handled the water bucket skillfully and efficiently, moving with the quiet strength of a stoic. When he lifted his shirt to wipe his sweat, faintly visible were the contours of developing abdominal muscles. Unmoved by Father Lin's introduction, Lin Yifan didn't turn around.

Meanwhile, Father Lin exchanged a few more pleasantries, advising Li Ruoying to get along with everyone and avoid losing his temper easily. He assured him that his mother would return in two months to take him home with Father Zhang.

Li Ruoying had brought two large suitcases packed with his tablets, novels, and basketball, all haphazardly arranged. The two fathers unloaded them piece by piece. Li Ruoying remained at the courtyard entrance, scrutinizing his new playmate.

Lin Yifan removed his shirt, splashed his face with water, and rinsed away the sweat. He draped the damp shirt over his shoulders and refilled the water bucket. His wet hair clung in locks, hinting at youthful heroism between his brows, yet his expression carried a maturity beyond his years.

Lin Yifan placed the shirt on his shoulders, glanced at Li Ruoying standing at the doorway for a few seconds, then spoke up. 

The music from Li Ruoying's Bluetooth headset drowned out Lin Yifan's words, making him ask, "What did you say?" As he lowered the volume by two notches with his hand in his pocket.

Lin Yifan repeated himself, but Li Ruoying could only catch a few muffled syllables. Frustrated, he adjusted the volume again and asked, "Could you repeat that?"

Lin Yifan said nothing further. He raised an eyebrow slightly and walked toward Li Ruoying with measured steps. Li Ruoying couldn't discern the meaning behind that expression—whether it was amusement or something less friendly.

Chickens pecked at rice grains in the soil, while a black dog barked nearby. Lin Yifan
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