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Southern Past

1. A Boy's War

It was a night of fever-pitch excitement and raw adrenaline.

Long Shi drew his sword and rose up! Okay, that's not exactly accurate. What he actually raised was a cleaver, the same one he'd brought from home—destined to be used for chopping vegetables again tomorrow after tonight's work was done. He declared, loud and clear, "If we don't do it now, then when the hell will we?!" The "it" he was talking about was, without a doubt, the use of that cleaver. If you'd stood where he was and looked around, you'd have counted eight of them in total. The other seven were armed too. The Hong brothers also had cleavers, guys like Xiao Gang and Xiao Qiang were holding wooden clubs, and only Fat Ahui was holding a cigarette. Then again, Fat Ahui's pudgy fist probably packed as much punch as a club anyway.

This was clearly a rallying cry before a gang fight.

They didn't waste much time on talk. They moved out, eight pairs of feet hitting the pavement in a slightly chaotic rhythm. Even bodies pumped full of adrenaline can still be a little tense. When they got to Mi De's place, Hong Gang yelled out, "Old Mi! Get out here!"

Mi De was surprised. He opened the door and stepped outside. The group descended on him with their weapons. Long Shi and the Hong brothers, the ones with cleavers, made a few shallow cuts on him, like they were sketching on his skin. The clubs were less precise, swinging wildly and landing on his head and body wherever they could. Fat Ahui squeezed in a couple of punches and a kick. Mi De screamed in pain and crumpled to the ground, curling into a ball.

Then, just as quickly, eight pairs of feet hurried away from the scene. They didn't stop until they reached the crossroads at the end of the street. Hong Gang pulled out a pack of Red Plum cigarettes and passed one to everyone. Eight little red embers glowed and faded in the darkness. They exchanged a few final words of warning and then each went their own way home. Most of them fell asleep once they got there. The Hong brothers were the exception.

This nighttime war had its roots in something that happened a week earlier. That day, Hong Gang's younger brother, Hong Bao, had been setting off some fireworks in the street. One of them shot right in front of Mi De and exploded. Mi De flew into a rage, charged over, and kicked Hong Bao square in the stomach. Hong Bao, just sixteen, was sent sprawling by the kick of twenty-seven-year-old Mi De, a known daliuzi—a seasoned delinquent. If it had been any other kid, getting kicked by Mi De would have been the end of it. After all, the kid had kind of started it, and besides, Mi De was a daliuzi.

Back in those days, being a daliuzi was practically its own social class. Even today's so-called middle class probably didn't have it as good. Kicking someone who wasn't a daliuzi—it was practically a daliuzi's God-given right.

Back then, you could find countless liuzi—delinquents—all over the country. This was during the urban-rural divide. In the towns, there were always a lot of unemployed youth who weren't interested in school and hadn't found jobs. They were the natural reserve army for the liuzi. Once they started getting into real trouble, doing things that made people curse them under their breath or openly condemn them, they officially became liuzi. And the daliuzi? Those were the ones who'd made it, the more successful and violent members of this delinquent class.

As a class, they seemed free and easy, domineering, and utterly carefree. They pushed people around without a second thought. But, as the old Chinese saying goes: "The waves of the Yangtze push on those ahead, and those ahead wash up dead on the shore."

History is clear. It was fate. Hong Bao was about to become one of those new waves. At that moment, he'd played along, letting himself fall to the ground, but his mouth didn't stop. He started in on Mi De's mother. Mi De was furious. In this little mining town, spread out over a few miles, nothing like this had ever happened to him. So he stepped forward and gave Hong Bao two more kicks. Hong Bao stopped cursing for a moment, just whimpering, staring at Mi De as he walked away.

What Mi De didn't count on was that Hong Bao had an eighteen-year-old brother named Hong Gang, a guy with big ambitions to become a daliuzi himself.

That night's ambush didn't end with Mi De dead. He hadn't fought back at all, and with no real resistance, all eight of them kept their heads. Him curling up on the ground was his way of protecting himself. It was around the New Year, and Mi De ended up spending a festive season wrapped in bandages at the hospital. Afterwards, the parents got involved. Under the mediation of the police station, the Hong family paid two thousand yuan in compensation, and that was that.

The new wave had knocked down the old. From that night on, those eight guys ascended into the daliuzi class themselves, strutting around town with cigarettes dangling from their mouths, looking like a million bucks. And the daliuzi class welcomed these young men with open arms. They quickly got to know the other daliuzi in the mining town, sharing in the glories of their shared status.
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2. The Battle Between Section Chief Jin and the Shui Family

Section Chief Jin was a drunk. His face was puffy and scarred, his hair was thinning, and his eyes behind his glasses were hazy and unfocused, always seeming to be cooking up some scheme. Every now and then, a sharp, menacing glint would flash in them—that was the signal he was about to get into a fierce argument, or even a brawl, with someone. As a section chief at the mine, he should have been fairly refined, just like all the other section chiefs, carrying himself with that certain official air. But he wasn't like that at all. He was loud, brash, and completely unruly. Of course, he could get away with it because he had connections in high places—his older brother was a deputy department head at the Provincial Nonferrous Metals Department, the very agency that oversaw our mine. Having a brother as the deputy head, who was probably worried about him stirring up trouble nearby and also wanted him to get some experience, probably explained why he'd been sent to our mine in the first place.

As a man who loved his liquor, he not only accepted white liquor as the most common gift, but he was also known for buying himself drinks when he was out and about. When the urge hit, he had to satisfy it right away, becoming a drunken immortal on the spot. One day, he was walking by Liu's shop at the crossroads. He handed the owner, Old Liu, a one-yuan note. Old Liu took it and immediately ladled out a cup of rice wine from the vat. Jin took it, tilted his head back, and downed it in one gulp. In that moment, his heroic spirit probably wouldn't have shamed one of the Liangshan heroes from the classic novel Outlaws of the Marsh. Just then, a ten-year-old urchin named Shui Danzi happened to be walking past Liu's shop too.

The kids around the mine were a pretty mixed bag when it came to hygiene. Shui Danzi's parents were from the countryside, and they didn't exactly keep him tidy. Two thick, yellowish streams of snot would appear and disappear from his nostrils with every breath he took. The mine wasn't big, so Jin knew who Shui Danzi was. The strong drink he'd just downed was probably starting to work its pleasant magic. He grinned stupidly at Shui Danzi and then teased him, saying, "Shui Danzi, you'd better eat those two snot noodles hanging at your door sooner rather than later. Eat 'em early, get full early." After he said it, he burst out laughing, looking genuinely pleased with himself. It was a rare sight, seeing him so happy.

But ten-year-old Shui Danzi, proud as a peacock, was not about to take that kind of insult from forty-five-year-old Section Chief Jin. His face fell instantly, and he fired back with a classic curse: "Your mother's c!" After letting it fly, he stood his ground fearlessly, glaring at Jin, ready to fire off another curse if Jin dared insult him again.

Jin, who'd been enjoying his little joke, suddenly felt a cold wind blow through him. An unpleasant feeling, fueled by the liquor, surged into his chest. After a brief moment of stunned disbelief, he walked over and slapped Shui Danzi across the face. Shui Danzi's head snapped to the side, and both streams of snot came loose, dangling over his lip like a waterfall. He burst into loud wails, and as his mouth opened, the snot started to slide in. But even through his tears, Shui Danzi wasn't backing down. He grabbed hold of Jin's clothes and wiped the two thick ropes of snot from his mouth right onto them. In that one short exchange, those two strings of mucus had undergone a dramatic journey, transforming from the fluid in a kid's nose to an adornment on Section Chief Jin's jacket.

Jin was starting to get genuinely angry now. He grabbed Shui Danzi and without thinking, slapped him again. Even Old Liu, watching from his shop, couldn't stand by. He came over, pulled Jin back, and said, "Alright, that's enough! Why are you bothering with a kid?" This second slap also happened to be seen by Shui Danzi's mother, who had just arrived at the crossroads. When she saw what was happening, she charged over like a woman possessed. She yanked Shui Danzi away, frantically checking him over, then fixed her gaze on Jin. A moment later, she flew at him like a fury, her hands turning into claws, scratching at his face and body wherever she could reach.

Jin, as if he'd seen this kind of thing before, fought back without a trace of fear. His hands might not have moved as fast as hers, but his blows were heavy and he was thick-skinned—literally. He shot out his right hand, grabbed her by the collar, and yanked hard to the right, trying to pull her to the ground. Her shirt let out a sharp, desperate rip and tore right open under his grip. It was the middle of summer, and she was only wearing a simple, modest blouse. Suddenly, her left side was completely exposed. Her sagging breast was just there, and for a moment, everyone present was frozen in shock.

It was clear Shui Danzi's mother was just like her son—a scrappy fighter with no fear of power or authority. She didn't retreat an inch just because Jin had "molested" her. Gathering the torn remnants of her shirt with her left hand for a bit of cover, she charged at him again, wailing. Her free right hand, like a claw from the Nine-Yin White Bone Claw kung fu, shot straight for his face. Caught off guard, Jin ducked his head, grabbed her right hand with his left, and then—almost unconsciously, with his right hand—gave her shirt another yank, tearing it completely off.

Everyone present was, again, utterly stunned!

Shui Danzi's mother was stunned too. It never crossed her mind that Jin would go that far.

Jin was even shocked at himself. He stumbled backward. By then, some neighbors had rushed over. They covered Shui Danzi's mother with a piece of clothing and pulled the two of them further apart.

That's when Shui Danzi's mother let out a roar that shook the heavens: "Jin, you animal! You just wait! If I don't beat the hell out of you, I'm not human!"

Jin wasn't about to back down. "You think I'm scared of you?!" he muttered, his words thick and garbled, like he had something in his mouth. Surrounded by people pulling him away, Jin retreated from the battlefield.

The way Shui Danzi's mother carried on and the threat she'd made had some serious weight behind them. Her younger brother was known to everyone as Brother Shui, and he was one of the mine's top daliuzi. I'd seen him in action once, bullying some out-of-town villagers. He'd wade in, fists and feet flying, slapping them left and right, all the while yelling, "You gonna come back? You give up?" But he wasn't really asking for an answer. The only answer he wanted was them on the ground. If you wanted any chance of escaping his torment, you had to either get beaten badly enough or pretend you were beaten badly enough to stay down.

The thought of Brother Shui going after Section Chief Jin was enough to get half the mine excited just imagining it.

That night, Brother Shui came looking for Jin. He brought another guy with him, but that guy was actually there to play mediator. Jin knew he was in the wrong, and now that he'd sobered up a bit, he was also a little embarrassed. He mostly kept his mouth shut, letting his wife do the talking. After some negotiation, the whole thing blew over.

A few years later, Jin was promoted to Mine Director. A lot of people thought it was ridiculous, that he didn't deserve the position at all. But reality often has a way of being stranger than fiction. After that brawl with Shui Danzi's mother, Jin had calmed down a lot, and that actually went a long way toward repairing his reputation.

Later on, when the mine switched to a contract system, Brother Shui managed to get a mining tunnel from Director Jin and ended up making a fortune.

––––––––
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3. Little Flower

In the end, I never ended up roaming the streets and ruling the roost with Long Shi and the others. That glory belonged to those eight guys alone. Thanks to some innate awakening., I actually got the idea in my head to study and make something of myself.

Back then, "making something of yourself" basically meant getting into a technical secondary school or a university. Graduating from either one meant you were assigned a job and entered the ranks of the state cadres. Cadres! What did that mean? The Constitution said the leading class in our country was the working class, and cadres were the leading echelon within the working class. A cadre status meant a stable meal ticket, secure no matter what, with the added bonus of bringing honor to your ancestors.

Once you're in the world, time pushes you on. The crazy atmosphere at the mine's school wasn't somewhere I could stay. So, like a paper airplane, I flew out from my hometown in the mountains, drifting for thousands of miles until I landed in my ancestral village, at a rural school I'd never seen before.

It was an ordinary countryside middle school, with the kind of poverty that was everywhere back then. The sun would set over roofs where weeds sprouted forlornly between the tiles.

But a school is always full of life. The kids, no matter if their clothes had patches, were all bursting with energy.

They had futures ahead of them.

Little Flower wasn't in my class. The first time I saw her, she was memorizing vocabulary words in the school hallway. It was almost ten at night, nearly an hour after evening study hall had ended. Most students used that hour to wash up and mess around. But some eager ones just couldn't bear to waste that time. Little Flower was one of those. She was memorizing words diligently in the dim light.. Her features were delicate, her figure slim and graceful, and the light playing softly across her face gave her a kind of beauty, like a sketch in pencil.

"That's the class beauty of Class Forty-Seven," Wu Bing, who was walking with me, said.

Well, that meant I had to take a few more looks!

After that, my gaze would often drift toward her. But if you asked me if it was love, I'm not so sure. I was probably just one of those guys with wandering eyes, and she was the class beauty—who else was I supposed to look at, Coach Zhang Tieniu? On the other hand, saying it wasn't love didn't feel right either. What teenage boy doesn't have that first spark of something? Back then, in my own youthful prime, if I hadn't felt that stirring in my heart, how could I have ever produced enough hormones to grow up healthy and strong?

So, I decided to go with love.

One day at lunch, she was eating in the hallway, holding her cup of rice. The reason I say "cup" is because the country kids all brought their own rice from home to cook at school. They'd put some rice in a uniform enamel mug, steam it in the big school steamer, and eat it with pickled vegetables or sour radishes they'd brought from home. It was a time of deep division between city and country. Folks in the rural areas barely scraped a few coins from the dirt all year, so it was totally normal for students to eat plain rice with pickles. If not for that malnutrition, Little Flower probably would have been even prettier. Me, I had my mom's support, so I got to eat in the school cafeteria with the teachers. I came out of the cafeteria that day and as I passed Little Flower, I said, "Hey, Little Flower, can I have a bite of that dried radish?" She glanced at me, turned her back, and kept eating with her head down. I just laughed and walked off, acting like the little punk I was.

But at least it was a start. After that, every time I ran into Little Flower, I'd find some excuse to say something. After a while, she got used to me and would give me a friendly smile when she saw me, like classmates do. After all, we were just kids then, students together. What bad intentions could a bunch of country kids really have?

After the Spring Equinox, the school organized us to pick tea leaves on the hill behind the campus. The tea plantation was the school's own property. Almost half the teachers were on the community payroll, and the income from the tea helped supplement the school's budget. The spring breeze was warm and gentle. We wandered through the tea fields with our little bamboo baskets, picking leaves. The sun shone down on us as we worked, bustling and happy, the most joyful laborers under heaven.

Around noon, I saw Little Flower sitting on the ground taking a break. I walked over and plopped down right next to her.

"Little Flower, you shouldn't study under that streetlight so late. You'll ruin your eyes," I said.

"I have to push harder. It's the last semester. If I don't get into a technical secondary school, there's no hope," she said softly, and in her innocent, girlish eyes, I could clearly see a hint of worry. Of course, I was still pretty clueless back then and completely missed the weight of that kind of anxiety.

"You guys who have state food rations," she asked, "if you don't get into a school, you'll still have a job to go back to, right?"

"My dad's job is reserved for me. If I don't get in, I can go back and take his place," I answered, tossing my head a little. I didn't really think it was such a great deal.

But Little Flower said, "That's so great!"

Those days were as pure as the sunlight filtering cleanly through the tea tree branches and landing softly on the soil.

Finally, the day of the high school entrance exam arrived. I was naturally pretty smart, and it turned out I was among the ten students, including Little Flower, who were sent to the county seat to take the technical secondary school entrance exam. We piled into an old, beat-up bus for the trip. I remember thinking: Wow! I can finally go back and see Long Shi and the others and drink some beer. But Little Flower and the others seemed anxious, uneasy. They were all country kids whose families were too poor to send them to high school. For most of them, this was their one and only chance to escape the farming life.

After the exams, I went back to the mine. Not long after, my uncle brought me my acceptance letter. I found out that three kids from our school had gotten into technical secondary schools. Little Flower wasn't one of them.

As for what happened to Little Flower after that, I never really asked.

––––––––
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4. The Student Dean and the Soldier Brother

It was like the Warring States period. Okay, maybe that's a bit much, but describing it as a state of war wouldn't be entirely wrong either. Because every few days, a brawl would break out. Our people aren't as peace-loving as some books make us out to be. Honestly, genuinely peace-loving peoples are probably rare. I imagine the Black people on the tropical African savanna might be a bit more inclined toward peace. They live on that warm grassland, where it's so hot they don't really need clothes or brick houses to keep warm. When they get hungry, they just go out onto the savanna, throw a few spears, bag an antelope or something, and have a feast. But for us folks living around the Tropic of Cancer, fighting for resources—often quite violently—is practically how dynasties change. Of course, that big-picture explanation doesn't really cover our situation. We were at a public technical secondary school, for crying out loud!

I'd gotten into this technical school through the entrance exams, but what I found there was an unending series of fights.

Maybe "unending" is a bit strong, but "a continuous string of brawls" is probably the most accurate way to describe what it was like. Fueled by the butterfly effect of a few big fights among the graduating classes, the boys in our school seemed to get swept up in a wave of mass brawling. Classes started competing for dominance. If your class wasn't ranked high enough on the school's unofficial "power chart," the guys in it were terrified of losing all say in things and getting pushed around. Even though they were all top students who'd scored high to get in, future cadres in the making, once the tide turned and brawling became the fashion—well, to not let their youth go to waste, to not let their hormones down, for the honor of their class, and to avoid getting bullied later—they happily threw themselves into the current and started settling things with their fists at the drop of a hat. The overall conflict might have lacked scenes of bloody swordplay, but with so many participants, the spectacles were often impressive.

One day, our class had a falling out with the Chemical Engineering class. Between the two classes, forty or fifty of us were facing off in the hallway outside the classrooms. In the middle of all the excited shouting from both sides, I accidentally cracked a guy from the other class over the head with an iron bar, drawing blood. When everything got sorted out after, I was tagged as the main culprit and punished.

"You're on probation. Call your parents. One more offense and you're expelled immediately," the Student Dean barked at me, his voice harsh. Then he pointed to the door and told me to get out and call my parents to bring money. The full penalty for being put on probation was: a formal disciplinary probation record, a two hundred yuan fine, and a two thousand yuan good-behavior deposit. If I messed up again, the deposit would be forfeited. Two thousand yuan was no small sum back then. My mom was only making a little over a hundred yuan a month at the time.

I figured the Student Dean had probably thought this heavy punishment through, carefully calibrating the amount based on disciplinary norms and the domestic economic situation. And singling me out for the harshest treatment? Well, there was a reason for that. A while back, this same dean had forced all the students to buy a copy of The Complete Encyclopedia of World Knowledge, priced at a flat fifteen yuan per book. I'd stirred up some trouble then, organizing a visit to the retired former principal to ask about it. The old principal had said, "Schools can only recommend extracurricular books, they have no right to mandate their purchase." Thrilled with this information, I spread the word to all my classmates and the underclassmen. Soon, a whole crowd of students was marching to the Student Dean's office, Encyclopedias in hand, demanding refunds. The dean was absolutely livid.

If expelling a publicly-funded student like me hadn't required following certain procedures and conditions, I'm pretty sure I would have been kicked out on the spot.

Disaster was looming. Twenty-two hundred yuan, and I had to call my parents. My family was over five hundred kilometers from the provincial capital. What a mess!

But teenagers are clever and good at thinking on their feet. I called up an older guy from my hometown who was doing his military service in the provincial capital. I asked him to pose as my brother and come to the school for the mandatory "parental education session." I also managed to scrape together the two hundred yuan fine.

"This younger brother of yours! He's really something, completely lawless, seems like he just wants to watch the world burn!" The Student Dean rattled off a string of adjectives, clearly illustrating my misdeeds. If my mother had been standing there, those words alone would have terrified her. But the person in front of him was a soldier. And this soldier was a savvy guy. A fawning, eager smile spread across his face. He pulled out his pack of Baisha cigarettes and humbly offered one to the dean.

The dean waved it off. He didn't smoke. His face was a mask of righteous indignation.

Then the soldier brother launched into an Oscar-worthy performance: "Dean, your criticism is absolutely right. My little brother is so clueless! Our father passed away young, and he worked so hard to get into a good school like yours, to receive an education from such good teachers. But does he appreciate it and work hard? No! He gets into a brawl and causes trouble. It's driving me and my mother crazy. But thank goodness we're dealing with you, Dean!"

As he spoke, the soldier's eyes shone with gratitude, and the devout sincerity on his face was enough to convince anyone of his heartfelt respect.

The dean frowned, looking deeply troubled. He muttered in response, "Yeah, yeah! School is a place for learning! It's not a battlefield, they didn't send you here to fight!"

School really wasn't a battlefield, we were just having a brawl! I thought to myself, my mind starting to wander a little.

The soldier brother pressed on, his tone earnest: "Dean, look, I brought the two hundred yuan fine today, but my family just can't come up with the two thousand yuan deposit right now. You know how bad things are for state-owned enterprises these days. My mom hasn't been paid in two months, and I've been laid off too." As he said this, the devout sincerity on his face melted into an expression of pure misery. I thought, if you added some erhu music by the blind musician the blind musician Abing right now, anyone who saw him would probably start crying.

I, on the other hand, was almost bursting out laughing. I had to dig my nails into my thigh through my pocket to keep a straight face. This soldier brother was really ad-libbing! He was a true veteran, seasoned by the big, wide world and forged by the iron discipline of the military!

The dean was probably a bit disappointed, but given the situation, the logic of it, and the soldier's brilliant performance, he couldn't very well insist. He reluctantly agreed and told us to go to the finance office to pay the fine.

The soldier brother, hands glued to his sides, beamed with joy, nodding vigorously and saying "Okay, okay, okay" over and over.

Afterwards, I gave the soldier brother two packs of Camel cigarettes and treated him to a dog meat hotpot.

––––––––
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5. Young Master Zhou at the Dance Hall

It was a slice of the night, the deepest part of the glittering world, a hazy dreamscape where people breathed each other's air.

It was the dance hall of that era.

The 1990s: ballroom dancing was all the rage. A pastime with a long history, it was both a product of civilized society and a dark cloak draped over human desire. During many nights of our final year of school, I'd go ballroom dancing with the Three Young Masters.

The Three Young Masters were Wu, Tang, and Zhou. They were classmates and close buddies. Young Master Wu was from my hometown, and we got along well. Through him, I got to know the other two. They weren't called "Young Masters" for nothing. My hometown friend Wu was the son of the local power plant director; Tang's father was a private business owner who drove a Mercedes back in the '90s; and Zhou's father was a town mayor. Though Zhou might have been a step behind the other two financially, he made up for it with his looks. He was tall, nearly 1.8 meters, with a handsome, almost girlish face. He had a delicate oval shape, a pointed chin, big eyes, and long eyelashes—the spitting image of a handsome lead in a Japanese anime. In this day and age, the 2020s, the era of internet influencers, he'd be an absolute heartthrob. Back then, though, I thought he was a bit too effeminate, not as impressive-looking as Wu or Tang.

Which just goes to show that Wu and Tang were good-looking guys too.

Good-looking guys know how to enjoy life. We were all in our fourth and final year of technical school. Most students were busy with graduation exams and lining up jobs, but these three were busy diving into the nightlife of the dance floor. As Young Masters, they didn't have to worry about the future.

The dance hall owners were savvy businesspeople. They knew that a place near a school would attract students, and it would also attract people who liked students—a combination ripe for all kinds of tangled, tempting connections. Among the students were both guys and girls, their youth melting into this place, into the neon lights of the night.

The Three Young Masters started coming here because of a woman they called Miss Z. She looked like she could be from China's Xinjiang region—fair-skinned, full-figured, with a pair of sparkling, exotic eyes. Her gaze was bold and intense when she looked at you. Young Master Zhou's neck would even turn a little red under her stare. Eventually, they ended up dancing together, holding each other close.

"So, what do you think of her? Not bad, right?" Wu leaned over and whispered in my ear.

"How old is she?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral.

"No idea. Last time I was on South Street, she came up and started talking to me," Wu said with a knowing smile that held a faint hint of disappointment. A missed opportunity, I figured. They'd all been hanging out with Miss Z for days, but it was pretty clear she had her eye on Zhou.

No question about it, Miss Z had seen a lot of life. She made sure to include all of us. Besides dancing frequently with Zhou, she'd also ask Wu, Tang, and me for a dance now and then. I was always really stiff when I danced with her, keeping a distance you could have slid two arms through. We'd turn across the floor, and she wouldn't say anything. After one dance, she leaned in close to my ear and whispered, "Dancing this far apart is no fun at all."
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