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Do I always look like this?

Nevermind, it’s not important. Hey, hi, good night, this is XiaoLi, but you know that, right? I’m at Nadau, as you can see, and if I sound out of breath, it’s because I climbed all the way to the roof for my current scientific project - stargazing.

(sad-sounding giggles)

There’s supposed to be a meteor shower, I think.

(spacing out)

Hey, but see, the sky already looks beautiful, doesn’t it? With a sky like this, who wouldn’t be happy? Who wouldn’t feel glad to be alive under this sky?

(more sad-sounding giggles, cut by hushed sobbing)

Anyway, summer break’s in full swing. It’s the second half of July, already, people, which means, it’s exactly six weeks until school resumes and I start senior year. Just thinking about it—

(throat clearing, loud intake of breath)

Just thinking about it makes me sick. The UENE, applying to uni, choosing the thing you want to specialise in for the next four, five years, deciding what you want to do for the rest of your life... god, it sounds—sounds so much, doesn’t it?

(head shake)

I wish I could have stayed a child.

I wish I could— 

(pause)

Relax, I think. I wish I could relax. But if I do, I lose everything, don’t I? If I relax, I won’t be the best, top of the class, the perfect kid other parents envy and compare their children to. I wouldn’t be XiaoLi, if I relaxed, the XiaoLi you know, at least.

And yet—it’s not enough, is it? No matter how hard I try, how much I work, how long I spend at it, it’s never enough. The demands won’t stop, the obstacles keep piling, and whatever I do, I still can’t get there, can I? It just won’t stop. No matter how much I give, it’s never enough.

I’m never enough.

I wish you could see me for who I am, I wish I could really be me.

I wish I could feel the same enthusiasm as you, and the same lust for life, the same hunger to live. I wish I could be happy. I wish I could be satisfied with all this - and don’t get me wrong, it is so much, isn’t it? I have so much, so why can’t I be— 

(pause, loud intake of breath)

Why can’t I be me?

(head shake, sob)

Whenever I think of next year, my stomach aches. Whenever I think of what’s coming after next year, my chest aches, and I—I—I dread the thought of it. I wish I could pause time, go back to when I was little. When I was a baby.

(chortles)

I wish I could go back to a time when I didn’t exist.

(long pause)

Anyway, it’s summer break, the air’s stifling, days are long and apparently beautiful, you have the beach just down there, so, hum... yeah, enjoy your time here, if you can. I’m gonna go, now. This is XiaoLi checking out, peace.

(live stream cut)

​
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JiuRi

My sister passed away on July 14th, just when summer break got into full swing. We were supposed to go to the family house in Kaurea for a few weeks, skipping the tradition of travelling abroad, because we were starting senior year in September and our parents thought it beneficial if we spent the last week of August attending the pre-UENE year classes that our school provides.

But every single plan my parents had for us got upended with what happened that night. I mean, a death in the family will do that, I think. Especially if it’s one of your children.

She fell from the roof of Nadau House, an abandoned, derelict turn-of-the-century mansion of European style. Turn of the previous century, I mean. 

What she’d been doing on that roof’s a complete mystery, as she never partook of the dares kids set on each other, growing up. Nadau was said to be haunted, all sorts of urban legends going around, and it was something of a rite of passage to go through all those dares. Scavenge the grounds and insides when you’re ten, spend the night when you’re thirteen, party like there’s no tomorrow in those rooms at the end of high school’s junior year - my sister never went for any.

I did them all.

And yes, I sat on that roof, despite the loose, cracked shingles; I sat there stargazing with my first boyfriend, the two of us on the edge of fifteen, drinking from a can of lukewarm beer, laughing our hearts out because the beer tasted like piss.

I sat there, and didn’t fall.

But apparently, she did.

Police called it an accident - autopsy (yes, there was one, my parents insisted) found drugs in her system, which shocked the fuck out of not only them, but me, as well. Because XiaoLi didn’t do drugs. She didn’t even drink.

XiaoLi was like, perfect, you know? The kind of kid that doesn’t stray, the one on honour roll every single year, top of her class; shit, she was top of her year in the entire school district. What people call a genius overachiever. I mean, we both had top grades, but while mine were good, hers were outstanding. She was involved in a lot of things, at school, but drugs weren’t one of them. So, it was kind of strange.

The entire thing was weird.

There was a live stream, before, you see.

She did those on occasion, and posted a lot on social media - mostly about the school projects she was involved in, and there were plenty. The Math Lab, the Science Club, the Charity Group, where they collected clothes and food for people in need. Not only did she have top grades, she was part of all these.

I, on the other hand, could only handle the Game Coding Lab. Coding, yeah - we spent most of our time actually gaming. Nah, I’m being unfair, we did do a bit of coding. Game Jams, mostly, but other projects, and we even teamed up with the Science Club on occasion, for specific projects that needed coding experts. Which we were not, but hey, we did win a competition last year, and came second on the Regional Game Jam, so...

But that’s beside the point. There was a live stream from my sister, done at exactly sixteen minutes past one, that night. I’ve watched it a few times, since, though it makes me sick to the stomach, because she does look a little hazed, a bit out of it. Her voice’s steady, though she pauses a lot, and there are moments when it sounds like she’s... I don’t know, crying? Trying not to cry, I think. I’ve wasted so much time analysing those images, the look on her face, the sound of her voice, searching for other noises around, evidence she wasn’t alone on that roof, that there was someone with her.

Because, and here’s where I need to agree with my mother, XiaoLi wouldn’t get high to the point she fell off a roof.

There had to be someone with her, and something went wrong, I don’t know, something happened that she ended splattered on the ground, her skull cracked, her bones broken, her life— 

I don’t know what to think.

Police insist it was an unfortunate accident, the roof wasn’t steady, there were lots of missing shingles. She might have slipped, lost her footing, anything.

And yeah, I guess that’s a possibility.

But what the fuck would she be doing at Nadau House in the middle of the night, by herself, high as a kite - according to the autopsy - saying all that weird shit?

One of her best mates sounded the alarm, that night. She was doom scrolling when the notification for XiaoLi’s live popped up, and of course, she joined immediately. After my sister was done, she messaged her, and when there was no reply, tried calling, because - according to her - XiaoLi sounded weird. The phone kept ringing and ringing, but no one answered. So, she called me.

Now, I was out, full scale. I was with friends, a sleepover at Sung Na’s, where we played online games and drank a few beers until we all passed from exhaustion - didn’t take us long, we’d been up since daybreak to go surfing at Shendou, which was an hour and a half from Dumou, by bus. I’d considered taking my bike, but decided against it because I wanted to be with the boys.

XiaoLi had still been asleep, when I left. So had my parents, but they knew my plans - it never crossed our minds not telling them where we were off to and who with. Unless it was something shifty, like going to Nadau House for a dare. The last time I saw her was the previous evening at dinner, where she played with her food - something she’d been doing a lot, lately - while looking tired and listless.

No.

That’s not right, that wasn’t the last time I saw her.

It was the last I spoke to her - to ask her to pass the water and mock her when she didn’t hear. I distinctly remember how I hinted she must have fallen in love, to be that distracted. Our mother’s eyes looked about to pop from shock. We weren’t supposed to date, see, not before high school was finished. No boys, our parents told XiaoLi; and absolutely no girls, they told me. I never disobeyed them, on that account. Absolutely no girls, for me.

But dinner that night wasn’t the last I saw of my sister.

It was close to midnight, and I was getting ready to turn in because I had to get up early next morning, when I caught sight of her running towards the garage, where our bikes were parked. We both got bikes for our seventeenth birthday, hers a mint green Piaggio, mine a black one.

That was the last I saw my of sister, and though at the time I kind of wondered where she was going and who she was meeting - the need for secrecy assuring me there must be a boy involved - I soon put it out of mind.

So yeah, that’s the last memory I have of her - running across the garden in an off-white tee and denim shorts, low-tops on her feet, hair streaming behind her. That’s the last memory I’ll ever have of XiaoLi.

Well, at least I didn’t have to see her dead, head bashed up, like our parents did. That’s their last memory of their favourite child, the golden girl who could do no wrong and was perfect and lovely and— 

I’m being unfair, I loved my sister, I really did. We weren’t close, anymore, not like when we were children, but—I dunno, she was my twin, and even if we rarely spoke more than a dozen words each day, now, I loved her to bits. Admired her, too, though yeah, I think I was a little jealous of all her accomplishments and perfect grades, her perfect daughter reputation. I was a little salty that our parents loved her a bit more than they loved me.

I slept through her mate’s several calls, and so, my sister’s body wasn’t found until next morning, when someone walking their dog happened to pass by Nadau House and saw her lying there, in a pool of blood.

I woke up to countless missed calls - from XiaoLi’s mate and my father - and the awkward look on Sung Na’s parents as they sat me down to break the news.

At first, I just stared at them, mouth askew, what must have been the world’s dumbest, blankest expression on my face. Because it didn’t make sense. XiaoLi, dead? XiaoLi couldn’t be dead, she was going to ace the UENE and apply to Med school either in Xhiangzhei or SuLouNing, full scholarship, though we didn’t need it; she was gonna graduate with honours and become some famous surgeon, or something; she was gonna— 

She was gone.

Slowly, it sunk in. Don’t remember much more, other than standing up on shaky legs and making my way back to the room, where I collected my stuff and said goodbye to my mates and Sung Na’s parents.

“I’ll drive you home,” Sa-nau Sung said, but I must have refused because I have a recollection of jumping on the back of my bike and driving very slowly back to ours.

A ride that would have taken ten, fifteen minutes in normal circumstances, took close to half-an-hour, on that sweltering July morning.

Back home, I was greeted by silence and emptiness, and though I meant to avoid it at all costs, I did climb the stairs to stand outside my sister’s bedroom, looking in. Everything was as she’d left it - a cardigan hanging on the back of a chair, a string of bracelets gracing the top of her dresser, bed made, floors hoovered, room cleaned. It still smelled of her perfume, a flowery scent she wore all year. But XiaoLi wasn’t in, and she’d never spray that scent on herself again, nor would she sleep in that pristine bed, or wear those bracelets, pull on that cardi.

XiaoLi was never going to come home, again, she wouldn’t ace the UENE, go to Med school, get married, have kids. She would no longer snarl back at me, or poke fun or join me for an ocean swim.

XiaoLi was gone, and it felt surreal. Now, all the demands would fall on me, and I must be the one bringing home that kind of achievement.

That’s when my stomach growled and I realised I was ravenous. I clambered down the stairs two, three steps at a time and stormed into the kitchen, where I grabbed a leftover chocolate boshu, a banana, a glass of cold milk, gobbling the lot in record time. The maid and the cook stared with something of awe, but then one of them - I forget which - reached a hand to my back and caressed it. It was a long caress, her hand hot and humid. I retched, and ended up barfing on the kitchen sink.

And then I fell on my knees and cried myself hoarse and was sick again, and the whole thing went on for a couple more times, until a piping hot cup of some soothing tisane made it to my hand and I was forced to drink it.

“Why don’t you lie down for a few minutes, JiuRi?” Cook said, and I could but nod in agreement.

She must have slipped something into that tisane, because it was hours before I woke up again, calmer and more settled, though there was this dull, empty ache in my chest I fear will always be here. I could hear voices nearby, like, next door, and in a fit of anger, sat up, appalled that someone dared go into XiaoLi’s room, at a time like this. I didn’t recognise the voices, see, they weren’t the servants or my parents, so they must be trespassers, and what the fuck they were doing in my sister’s bedroom, right after she’d died, was beyond me. Made me terribly angry, though, mad like I didn’t remember being.

It was to become very familiar, that anger, in the weeks to come.

I trampled into the room, not bothering to check who those people were - other than to notice they were making a mess.

“Get out,” I shouted, and the two adults poring over my sister’s stuff, invading her privacy, turned to stare at me. “GETOUTGETOUGETOUT! You have no right to be here, get the fu—”

A pair of strong hands grabbed my arms and twisted me around. My father’s familiar scent climbed up my nostrils, making my nose itch and my eyes sting. I hid against him, struggling to breathe.

“JiuRi, they’re from the police. Sorry,” he said, the last one meant for those people.

My head reeled. The police? Why were they in my sister’s bedroom?

Then I remembered drugs had been found in her blood stream.

Ba dragged me out and downstairs, warning me Ma was having a bit of a lie in. Apparently, she wasn’t taking this as much in stride as my father. But as I looked up at his worn, sad face, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. How he was holding it together was a complete mystery - until I realised he had to. Someone had to be the grown-up, the one who kept their head clear, and seeing that my mother wasn’t coping, it must be him. Despite the stab of bitter jealousy, I pitied him, for he’d always been so in awe of XiaoLi. She was his golden girl, through and through, his pride and joy, his beautiful, talented daughter, the apple of his eye.

And he’d lost her, and was now forced to handle it without collapsing. How he managed, I’ll never know, but I could see his strength barely holding, the resolve cracking at the edges as he asked if I was all right. I wasn’t. Of course I wasn’t, my sister was dead. My twin sister.

But for his sake, I decided I must at least make an effort, so I swallowed the sobs and the tears and nodded. Then offered to get him a glass of water.

I don’t remember how long the police stayed, that day, but I remember them informing my father that nothing had been retrieved from my sister’s belongings, nothing that shed light on where she got the drugs, or how long she’d been using.

And that was odd, you see.

Not just the drugs, mind, but that nothing was retrieved.

Since our grandmother first gifted her a diary on our tenth birthday, she’d been keeping one religiously. Oh, she kept it hidden, after I sneaked into her room to read it and uncovered the massive crush Layla Hong had on Han BoYun. I may have spread the rumour around school, and Layla may have suffered the biggest moment of shame of her life, but it wasn’t to be the last. She got drunk at a party, last year and threw up in the Syun’s swimming pool, then fell asleep with her head stuck inside one of the dog kennels. I forget what else; she’s always getting in trouble. No wonder she and my sister stopped being friends around eight grade.

But XiaoLi never forgave me the indiscretion, and from that day onwards, she kept her diaries where no one could find them. Not that I tried to. Okay, so maybe I did, but I lost interest as soon as I turned fourteen and got into gaming and coding, like, for real. Had better things to do with my time than sneak around my sister’s room looking for... don’t even know what.

Now, I wish I had. Maybe I could have prevented this.

It wasn’t a good place to go, so I reversed immediately. Blaming myself for XiaoLi’s death felts like attention-whoring, and I was so not doing it.

Still, it was weird. I mean, they were cops, shouldn’t they be able to find a hidden diary in a teenager’s room? Unless she didn’t keep it there.

The following days were as much of a daze as that first one. My mother was a mess, eyes hollow and vacant. She barely ate, hardly slept, all she seemed to do was constantly harass the police, insisting her daughter didn’t do drugs, she was an honours’ student, top of her class. She didn’t do drugs; someone must have slipped her some, unbeknownst to her - her words, to the dot. And whoever they were, they meant to harm XiaoLi, take advantage of her. The R word wasn’t mentioned, but the implication was so loud it might as well have been shouted at the cops’ ears.

They told her there’d been no evidence of sexual assault.

That’s because she fought back, Ma wailed, out of her head, desperate, refusing to believe any other theories. She fought back and that’s how she fell from that roof, and she as good as was murdered by whoever drugged her, she insisted. They promised they’d look into that, but then they brought up the live - which I found out at the time, and my parents along with me - and hinted at something unmentionable.

Like XiaoLi having done it on purpose.

I thought I’d misunderstood what they said, and Ma didn’t even seem to register, but Ba’s countenance darkened, and he glared at that officer so hard the man turned away, unable to face him. Even I was disgusted with what they’d been implying. He proceeded to demand that the police did their job and investigated properly, and though I’m sure they had no suspicion of foul play, they did go through with it. I know for a fact, because I made a point of riding my scooter up and down Sinliou St just to check. One of those Scientific Police vans was there, which, for some reason, came as a relief. I rushed home to tell Ma, and for a few hours, she seemed like her old self again, full of vibrant energy.

It didn’t last long, of course, what with the funeral and all that came in its wake. I barely have any memories of that day, other than the profusion of people coming forth to give me their condolences. I think the entire BeiDan Academy was there, from faculty to students’ body - down to the fifth graders. But it was the ones in our year that registered the most; all those crying girls, some of them barely even knew my sister.

There was something else that stuck, and I’m not sure why.

My parents and grandparents had left, already, and only my aunt Ji and her eldest still lingered behind, chatting to a group of kids who were in the Math Lab with XiaoLi. I was getting ready to go, too, but wanted a moment before my sister’s grave - don’t know why, maybe to make sure it sank in, that she was gone, she was there, under the ground, beneath the grass, and all that was left of her were the memories.

I was staring at the tombstone and spacing out, probably recalling some childhood adventure or other, when a rich, thick voice sounded in my ear.

“I’m sorry for, like, showing up right late, but I wanted to pay my respects.”

I didn’t recognise that voice, so I swerved around, and for a split second, my breath didn’t come and I didn’t know what to make of this.

What to make of him.

It took a few minutes for me to put a name to the face, though I knew he was a student at BeiDan, too. But he’d only joined the previous year, and frankly, though he was in the same form as me and my sister, he wasn’t in my class, so I didn’t pay much attention to him. Plus, I rarely saw him at school - which wasn’t surprising, given his reputation.

What surprised me was his presence at my sister’s funeral, despite the tardiness.

What surprised me was the wet film across his eyes, and the tremor in his hands and the uncertainty of his legs as he knelt down to place a bouquet of white daisies on my sister’s grave.

That was one of the few things we still had in common, me and XiaoLi - daisies were our favourite flower. And maths was our favourite subject.

I studied his back for a while, trying to remember his name. Trying to understand what the fuck he was doing here - it’s not as if he hung out with the Academy students. 

“My condolences,” he murmured, reaching a long-fingered, gloved hand at me.

I stared at that hand with a smirk up my face - it was scorching, the sun blazing, and the stupid bloke was not only wearing a full suit, he had leather gloves on? What a fucking idiot. But I still shook it, too bewildered to do any different.

“Thanks. You are—?”

“Ah, sorry, I’m late because I was at therapy and only just—” He stopped, probably because of the stunned look I gave him. “And that’s not what you were asking. I’m Wang WeiLan. XiaoLi—she tutored me, this past year. We were friends. Kind of. Anyway, she was—she was—”

He stopped, then, and shook his head, staring at the toes of his boots.

Boots. In the dead of summer. What a weirdo.

But then I remembered XiaoLi was in the Academy’s tutoring bank, for Maths, Physics and Classic Literature. It made sense she tutored the new student, whose academic past was nothing if not... well, faulty. 

“Thank you,” I repeated, meaning to dispel the sudden heaviness spread by his emotional response to my sister’s death. “Thank you for coming.”

“I’m sorry,” he insisted. “I’m sorry she—” Laughing, he shook his head again, and this time, he faced me. “She was a good person.”

“Yeah, she was perfect, she was.”

My voice may have come out bitter, but I didn’t stick around to watch his reaction. Seeing my aunt and cousin leave, I rushed after them, not bothering with saying goodbye.

Later that day, as we sat in the living-room sofa and stared at the walls, the house silent now that family had finally left for their homes, my father threw his arm around me.

“You’re all we have, JiuRi,” he muttered, sobs wetting his voice. “You must carry XiaoLi’s legacy. It’s down to you, now, to be as good as you can. As good as she.”

A sense of foreboding descended upon me, and in that moment, I knew exactly how my sister must have felt all her life - with that pressure placed upon her shoulders, a noose around her neck she couldn’t escape while living.

​
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WeiLan

––––––––
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THE GRAVEL CRUNCHED under his feet, as he walked away, fastening his steps to catch up with the rest. Dunno who that ‘rest’ were, it wasn’t as if XiaoLi and I exchanged what-do-you-call-it geriatric trees. Genetic? Family trees. Right dumb, it was, to keep up with that sort of shit - considering my family. Considering what I thought I knew of Li’ye’s family, too. Not that she’d said anything, she was right quiet about that, but—I dunno, there was this heaviness, I think. Like they’d made up an RPG character and now she was supposed to play it for the rest of her life. Supposed to become it, I reckon.

She’d mentioned her brother, and though not in the kindest ways, there was always this... this tenderness in her eyes, if not in her voice.

Right prick, she made him sound like, because he had no cares in the world, according to her. I don’t think their parents had the same set of demands for him as they did her, but then again, don’t think they cared as much for the kid as they doted on Li’ye.

I used to watch him, back at school. At the Academy, I should say - it’s a high-end sort of place where the Dumou elites get to study, on their way to those top Unis. I wasn’t sure I was Uni material, but my cousin insisted I needed some sort of degree, if I wanted to get out of that place.

And I did want to get out of there.

Or I’d be stuck in the same shitty life my parents had, and my grandparents before them. I’d end up back in the Flats, and there was no way I was gonna let that happen. So, I went to a fancy Academy and studied my arse off trying to catch up with the curricula or whatever, because, let’s face it, school at the Flats isn’t right demanding, is it? Not the best education you can give your kids.

Anyway, I used to watch him, this Jun JiuRi, because he was Li’ye’s brother, yeah, and because... yeah, never mind. He was the sort I’d never in my right mind get along with - loud group of friends, all they cared about was gaming, always horsing around, giving me the eye, but staying as far as they could because well, my reputation preceded me. 

I used to watch him at school and at my cousin’s internet café, where his band met regularly. And over the course of the school year, I came to one conclusion, which I didn’t share with Li’ye, because A) I’d have to admit I’d been paying attention to her brother and that would have been right weird, B) I’d have to break her bubble and contradict her, where it came to what she thought of him, but most importantly, C) I’d have to confront myself with the fact I kind of had been stalking him and watching his every move, mapping his every action and... well. Didn’t want to do that, then, but Jun JiuRi was not the kid his sister described, and he sure wasn’t like the rest of his friends.

He was deep.

Not sure what that really meant, but he was deep.

Just the way he walked off, hands shoved in his pockets and shoulders slumped, but still retaining that edge, that taut stubbornness of someone who refused to be defeated, that right told me he was not who others thought.

I doubt anyone’s ever seen him for who he is, right seen him, you know, the real Jun JiuRi. 

And I kind of thought I sort of would like to know the real him.

“Gimme a second alone.”

Startled by the familiar voice, I turned, losing track of Li’ye’s brother. 

Wang YiFan, my cousin, actually my - dunno what to call it, but he had custody of me until I turned eighteen, which wouldn’t be for another year, give or take - stood right behind me, a bunch of flowers in his hands, most of them daisies, but also marigolds, buttercups, cornflowers, forget-me-nots and some I didn’t even know the name of. It was like he’d gone off to the Longhou to pick every single flower there. Li’ye didn’t like fancy ones, she didn’t, only the sort that grew wild and carefree. Think they stood for what she wanted to be, but couldn’t - free.

I nodded and took a few steps back, walking as far from the grave as I could, giving him all the space I was sure he needed.

See, thing about my cousin’s that he had this moral thing, this... shit, I dunno, he’d always try to do right by others, you know? Where it came to XiaoLi, it was... complicated. Right messy.

She fancied him. From the moment that girl laid eyes on Wang YiFan, she fancied the hell out of him. And if at first he was right amused by it, things ended up changing, between them. Or with him, I guess - yeah, that was it, things changed, with him. They got close, know what I mean? Not close, close, like, they weren’t an item or anything, though I think they’d have been, if— 

If it wasn’t for the age gap and my cousin being all hung up on doing the right thing by girls. Because of his mother, and the way his father ditched her and everything. He never forgave him, he didn’t. To this day, Wang YiFan’s the only bloke in the whole of Dumou who dares face up to Derek Lim and call him out on his shit. Think that’s why his father respects him so much, why he loves him to pieces. But Wang YiFan wouldn’t touch a girl as young as XiaoLi, not until she was of age, at least. He was sweet on her, I bet he was, but kept his distance and respected the hell out of that girl. Besides, it was like he said, they were worlds apart and XiaoLi had issues - the kind he couldn’t sort for her.

But my cousin’s like her, like Jun JiuRi, he’s deep.

And just like he could hold a grudge for the rest of his life, he’ll carry a torch for just as long. I hoped he could move on, in time, but I knew it would take right long for him to do so. I mean, you just had to think about his relationship with his father. He’d never forgive Derek Lim for having abandoned his mother when she fell pregnant, even though it had been my aunt who’d kept the man away, after he was born. It was only when that damned cancer killed her that Derek Lim managed to properly get to know his son, and when he filed for custody, he got it. In spite of everything.

Broke my Nana’s heart, it did. But Wang YiFan still did right by us, and when they killed Popu, he did what he had to, with his father’s help. Wasn’t shy of leaning onto the man’s wide social network, he wasn’t, or his money, if it served his purpose. That was how he got where he was. His father’s money, and the people he knew - or had in his pocket, more like it.

“Okay, we can go.”

Startled again, I blinked, but nodded and followed him out of the cemetery.

“What’s the suit for?” he asked, ruffling my hair. “Is it one of mine?”

“Yeah. Wasn’t gonna show up at a funeral in jeans, was I?”

He eyed my gloved hands - face darkening as it always did whenever he was reminded of... well, all that shit - and sighed. 

“Let’s go get you one of your own. A really good suit, that you can wear for formal shit. It’s gonna be your last year of high school, you’ll need one for graduation dinner and the ball.”

“We don’t do grad balls anymore, idiot.”

“Oh, you do, trust me. At least at BeiDan.”

He attended the Academy, and so did his younger siblings, so it’s kind of a family tradition, I guess? I mean, it’s hard work, it is, but, hell, the level of the teaching is an entirely different universe, you know? Right demanding, yeah, but still. I was never much into school, before, except for a few subjects, but when Wang YiFan took me back to his and hired all those tutors to home school me, I kind of got... I dunno, excited about learning? Some subjects were right down hard, like maths and physics, but XiaoLi helped with that - and what the hell was I supposed to do, now, without her? - but like, graphic design, history, computer science, literature, geography, who’d think I’d come to love these? It’s why I chose wide curricula over Liberal Arts or STEM, though I have no idea what I’m gonna do, after this year. 

Like, I right don’t know what the hell I want to study in Uni. Think I still don’t believe I can pass the UENE. It was fucking mind-blowing, though, when the results came for the 9th and 10th grade exams. Like, I had so much to catch up to, just to attend a regular school, and though I did work hard that year-and-a-half while I was homeschooled, I didn’t hold much hope. But go figure, I had mostly B’s, and a few A’s that kind of... shit, I couldn’t right believe it. An A on Composition, one in Foreign Language and another in History, it was—yeah, it was right sick.

Made me feel like a fucking genius.

We stopped for a spot of lunch before the shopping, at our favourite Thai - we travelled to Thailand last summer, and I was right blown out of my head, it was that beautiful. Since I moved in with Wang YiFan, he’d been taking me places, and now, I kind of had that travel bug, you know? We were gonna take off to Kawa and the nearby area, this summer. I could barely wait to see the ruins of An’Geleh and the old Sinai Fort. It was just a week, but it was gonna be wicked.

After a proper nosh, Wang YiFan took me to this fancy shop, one of those sort of luxury brands, with price tags that made your eyes pop right out of your face. Who’d ever think a couple of kids from the Flats would one day walk into this sort of place, without it being a mugging or the likes.

My cousin, he kind of treated me as his kid. And a doll, too, like, the sort girls played with, growing up, you know, where they’d dress them up and change their outfits and coordinate or whatever. Moment we stepped into that place, off he went picking suits and shirts and fancy belts that cost more than a month’s rent back at the Flats. And then, made me try all of them, while he narrowed his eyes and frowned every time I stepped out of the changing room. Finally, he settled on a suit, a black one with thin grey stripes. It was definitely my favourite, I won’t lie. He piled up a few shirts and a couple of belts, and as I went back in to put on my - his, actually - clothes, he paid for the lot.

I sure didn’t make enough, working part-time at the internet café, to pay for all that.

We left the store with Wang YiFan sporting a grin - retail therapy doing its business, I reckon - and me feeling like right crap because he kept spending money on me. I was just about to bring it up when he silenced me with a slash of his hand, his unmistakable code for don’t even go there. So I didn’t.

“Teryiaki chicken for dinner?” he asked, head stuck inside the fridge. “With mushrooms, we can’t let these spoil. Actually, we should clean the fridge before we leave, next week. Excited for our trip?”

My grin widened, and I nodded with more enthusiasm that what I’d shown at the store - shopping for clothes is so not my thing. Shopping isn’t my thing, period.

“Yeah. Like, proper, you know?”

“Me too.”

He sighed, and I right wondered how excited he really was, after... well, everything. When he walked past me towards the living-room and put on that song, that Khuro version of ‘Wild Flower’ all full of guitar riffs and LJ’s sexy voice singing about a chick - when the bloke’s not even into them - I kind of figured.

“Call me when you get started on dinner, yeah?”

He nodded me away. I knew better than to try and pry anything out of him. Like me, my cousin was never one to share his feelings, though he could do with a stint of therapy. Reckon anyone born and raised in the Flats could well do with it.

So I climbed up the stairs to hide in my room, where I played around designing campaign maps for my D&D group, uploading what I had to the Discord server we used for the game. There was this new filter I wanted to try, for character art, so I spent a blissful afternoon lost inside a world of fantasy - if not for the occasional visit XiaoLi’s brother made to my head.

As I brought his face to mind, I noticed the similarities between them - the eyes, the shape of their chins and lips, the... I don’t know, soft’s not the word, not in Jun JiuRi’s case, but, like... sometimes I have this hard time expressing myself, I don’t know the right words, even though I’ve been doing a lot of what Li’ye told me. Read all the books, she used to say, read profusely (had to look that one up, I did) diversely - another one I had to look up, but now I knew them both, and according to her, I had a good vocabulary. Compared to most kids my age, she said. And so I did. 

You look around my room and there’s all these shelves filled with books I’d read, some more than once, but I still couldn’t find the proper word for this. JiuRi’s face, unlike Li’ye’s had nothing soft about it, but there was something, I dunno, delicate? Like one of those pieces of fine china, that you’re afraid you might break just by touching, know what I mean? There was something delicate about how his face was made, and it was the same as his sister’s. Pretty faces, I reckoned, though her prettiness was right lost on me.

Jun JiuRi, on the other hand—

Yeah, best not go there, not a good idea. Way the kid ignored me at the cemetery, don’t think I’d stand even a chance of, oh, I dunno, striking up a friendly conversation with him. But he was kind of cute, he was. And looked good in a suit, like he belonged in it. Shit, had he made that much of an impression on me? Before I took the time to analyse it - like my therapist taught me to, when a thought or emotion made me uncomfortable, she said I should pause and analyse, meaning she wanted me to like, tear it apart so I could understand why it kind of irked me - before I could get down to it, Wang YiFan called me to help with dinner, and I put Jun JiuRi out of my head while we discussed our upcoming trip.

“Was it crowded?” he asked, when we sat down to eat.

I had a beer at hand’s reach - he’d let me have one, since I’d turned seventeen, which hadn’t been all that long ago. Shit, that was the last time we were together, the three of us. I never saw XiaoLi again, after my birthday. The last thing she told me was to chase my dreams, and hell, wasn’t that kind of an omen for what was coming? I dunno, looking back, it feels like her parting words, like, you know, the last thing she wanted to impart to me, my last memory of her. 

“What was crowded?” I asked, chasing the chicken with some beer.

“The funeral, were there many people?”

I couldn’t be certain, seeing I’d arrived late because of therapy, but yeah, there was a big crowd. I shrugged.

“Whole school was there, apparently. Whole Academy,” I corrected, either sarcasm or irony coating my voice - I never did know which was what. “Even the teachers. Like, everyone liked Li’ye, didn’t they? She was... well, she was the perfect kid, wasn’t she?”

He snorted and I was thrown right back to when we heard the news. It was all over the school’s online forum, and as soon as I woke, that morning, I was faced with it. My body started trembling, and I felt so cold - colder than the harshest winter at our place in the Flats, with that crappy insulation and no heating. I started wondering how I was gonna tell him, because I knew he’d take it bad, it would send him into one of those spirals where he locked himself away inside his head. It was the same, when his Ma died, when Popu was killed, when my mother... Nana’s death, that was smooth, she went peacefully and we’d been expecting it. XiaoLi’s, though, would be nothing of the kind.

Instead of telling him or trying to prepare him, I just shoved my phone his way and let him read it.

Said nothing, my cousin, just stared at that screen with the darkest look in his eyes, and shook his head. After like, hours, but I know it were only minutes, he sighed.

So, it was her, he muttered. 

He’d said no more, for the time being, but the next couple of days, there was no talking to him. You just had to look at his face to know, and because I loved and respected him, I gave him the space he’d needed. There were times when I wanted to kind of confront him, you know, force him to talk about her, his feelings - but I think it would’ve been worse. Only time he ever mentioned that subject, he was plastered, drunk as I think I’ve only seen him once. He kind of opened up about her, then, but I sort of wished he hadn’t because, hell, the way he referred to himself, like he was some sort of paedo or something, going on and on about how disgusting, how sick he’d be, if he’d fallen for a kid his junior by almost ten years...

So, yeah, there was an age gap between them, like, seven years? And maybe that was a lot, back then, but once she turned twenty, it wouldn’t look so... well, no one would bat an eyelid. It was just that she wasn’t yet eighteen, and he freaked out so much about it I don’t think XiaoLi ever knew how he felt. Her feelings, on the other hand, were slapped all over her face, all the time, when she came over. He’d had to be a right fucking idiot to have missed it, and Wang YiFan was never one, to start with.

“She was far from perfect,” he muttered, chopsticks playing with the food in his bowl.

“She was the nicest person I ever met,” I insisted.

“Yeah, she was nice, a great person, but she had all these issues, all this crap she didn’t want in her life, and what did she fucking do about it?”

He was starting to lose it, but now that he’d started, I knew better than to try and stop him. If he put this out off his chest, he’d soon go back to his shell, one that was never real. I watched him drag in a deep breath, then take a swig of his beer, the reddened face returning to its warm hue.

“How were her parents?”

“Didn’t see them. The funeral was already over, when I got there. Which wasn’t long before you arrived,” I added, jaws working on a mouthful of greens. “Saw her brother, though.”

He raised his eyes at me, a right weird look inside that I didn’t recognise, and I wondered if it was something I’d said.

“What’s he like?”

“Looks a lot like her, he does.”

“How was he coping?”

I shrugged. Didn’t know Jun JiuRi nearly enough, but after a school year’s harvest of quiet observations of him, think it’d be safe to say I could sort of read him.

“Not well.”

“Shame the two of you never got friendly. But you were XiaoLi’s, and the way she was, I’m sure she wanted to keep you to herself. That girl wasn’t good at sharing, she wasn’t.”

He sort of laughed, then, caught by the memory of one night when this chick kept calling and messaging him so he’d meet her at his bar, while we were sat watching a stupid film, the three of us. Li’ye suddenly lost it, grabbed the phone from Wang YiFan and answered the call. We sort of stared at her, numb, neither of us moving.

How fucking dumb do you have to be, to not have realised by now he’s just. NOT. INTO YOU! Stop fucking calling him, she shouted, and hung up.

I thought my cousin was gonna freak out, then, but after staring wide-eyed for a couple of seconds, he started laughing so hard tears ran down his cheeks. Then, we were all laughing, the three of us, while Li’ye said that was how you got rid of chicks you weren’t into.

Yeah, she wasn’t good at sharing, and it would have felt right weird to, like, I dunno, hang out with her brother when she was my only friend. 

But she’s gone, now, and not only have I lost my one friend, I’ve lost my tutor and the only other person who kicked my arse and got it into gear when I started slacking off, convinced I’d never make it out of the Flats. Dunno what I was gonna do without her around, and couldn’t help thinking it would be nice to be friends with her brother, it would sort of, I dunno, keep her near? Was the kid on the Academy’s tutoring bank? Might put in a request for him next school year, if so.

But I didn’t have to wait until September for us to start, like, sort of chatting and shit.

Not one week after we returned from our hols, I was messaging Jun JiuRi in the dead of night, discussing online games and RPGs.
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Chapter 3 
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JiuRi

––––––––
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I WATCHED THE VIDEO of her final live countless times. It was like a drug - the pun isn’t lost on me, given the circumstances - I couldn’t stop it. For a whole week, that’s what I did. I studied that live video with as much intent as I’d crammed for the end-of-semester exams.

And I learnt a few things from it.

For starters, I don’t think there was anyone on that roof with her. I think she was alone, and yeah, I think she might have smoked a reefer or two, before, because there was this haze in her eyes, you know, and she sounded so... well, she sounded weirdly mellow, which was out of character for XiaoLi - she was always hyper and stressed out. 

At the same time, she sounded so sad. Desperate, I’d say. I replayed the bit where she talked about senior year and what came after, and it wasn’t even despair I caught in her voice, despite the unshed tears and the sobs that gathered in her throat - it was dread. My sister was terrified of the future.

The moment that sunk in, I started viewing the video with entirely new eyes.

For instance, the bit where she says she’s not enough - what did she mean? And that part where she spoke of not being able to relax, be herself, because then she wouldn’t be the XiaoLi we knew? I couldn’t stop thinking about that, the words repeating like a chorus in my head, and many were the times when I plugged phones to my ears only to go through specific bits, again and again. Which annoyed my friends. Bo Yang, especially, he was always sneaking over my shoulder, trying to catch sight of what I was watching, constantly asking me what that was. Until he realised it was always the same thing – my sister’s last live.

One afternoon, we were hanging out at our fave internet café, where we were supposed to be playing Oshu-gan - it was all the rave, that summer, this game, and though I loved it, I just wasn’t able to focus, after XiaoLi’s death. I tried very hard to go back to my life, my normal life, but nothing felt normal, anymore, everything had changed. Every time I hung out with my friends, they got on my nerves, because, how could life go on like nothing had happened, how could they just pick up and forget that a part of me, as much a limb as my legs or arms, a slice of my heart, and such a big one, at that, had been severed? How could they just sit in front of a computer and log into a game and expect me to do the same, when my entire existence had been twisted out of shape?

When I wasn’t me, any longer, and didn’t know how to be who I became?

I should have been playing, that afternoon, teaming up with Bo Yang as usual, but I kept going back to the video. When I lost my second round and hung on the verge of having to sit the rest of the session on the back burner because my character lacked the energy points, Bo Yang snapped.

“Why do you keep going over it?” he asked, voice shrill enough for the kids near us to turn hungry eyes towards us, expecting some sort of real life enactment of the game, perhaps? “Do you have any idea how morbid that is?”

I think I sort of lost it, then.

I took off my ear buds, turned off my phone, and sat staring at the computer screen for a couple of seconds, though I didn’t even see it.

“Jiuri, mate, I’m sorry,” Bo Yang started muttering, his voice coated in what sounded a little like fear. Don’t know what my face was showing, but it felt kind of tight and stiff. “I didn’t mean—”

I stood up, then, the chair’s metal feet scraping over the floor with this loud, ear-splitting screech. Shoving my phone in my back pocket, I shouldered my backpack, not once meeting Bo Yang’s eyes.

“Don’t bother,” I hissed, my voice low and all kinds of unfamiliar. 

I was gonna let it rest at that, walk out, clear my head, take a step back for a couple of days, maybe, but I just couldn’t let it. I couldn’t let it rest. So I snapped my head at him, glowering, all this anger collecting at the bottom of my stomach now riding up my chest.

“You know what?” I murmured. “Don’t bother with me again. If you think I’m morbid, if the fact I keep searching for an answer to my sister’s death bores you so much, why the fuck don’t you just, oh, I dunno, FUCK THE HELL OFF ME? You don’t have to be my friend, if this bothers you so much. You don’t have to hang around me, if you can’t understand that everything’s changed, that I’m no longer who I used to be, because a part of me is missing, do you get that? A fucking part of me is missing and it’s never gonna come back and I’m never gonna be who I was while I still had her, do you fucking understand?”

My voice was so loud it grated my ears, and not just mine - a lot of the people at the café were now throwing looks my way, the staff included. Bo Yang, though, he just sat there, pale and pasty, saying nothing, doing nothing, only staring up at me as if I was some sort of alien, a lunatic who’d finally cracked. That got on my nerves. That, and the sickly tinge of his skin, made me sick to my guts, and that old nausea that had been creeping up on me whenever I got myself even just a wee bit upset, burnt acid in my stomach, warning me that if I didn’t leave right away I was gonna throw up right there and then, make an even bigger spectacle of myself.

So, I turned my back on Bo Yang and marched out of the café, all the while trying to hold myself together long enough, at least until I made it outside. I almost broke, though, as I walked past this row of computer stations that was mostly empty, but for the weirdo sitting on the second chair, who stared up at me with those wide eyes of his and a cocked eyebrow, as if wondering what’s eating me up or something. I glared back at him, and for some reason, the fact he could be here, playing stupid online games after his reaction at my sister’s funeral, felt offensive, personal. Like, did no one even miss her, anymore? Nobody remembered she was gone? 

But then I noticed the screen in front of him was black and he was just sitting there, staring at a blank square. 

I turned my back and rushed out, hoping and praying that I didn’t break, not in front of all those people, not in front of him, this bloke I barely even knew but who’d sounded so moved at XiaoLi’s grave, this bloke who seemed to be the only fucking person other than my nearest family who understood that the world was no longer the same, and nothing was ever gonna be like before, because now you had two different eras: the While XiaoLi Was Still Alive one and the After XiaoLi’s Death.

I ended up running out of the café followed by the screech of a chair scraping on the floor. Outside, the sun blazed, a white burst of light reflecting off the pavement and searing my eyes, blinding me for a few seconds. I blinked and then it passed, this ugly nausea, this tightness in my chest, the burning pain in my belly. My scooter was parked across the street, under the shade of a large tree, but before I managed to move, a hand fell on my shoulder, its grip gentle.
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