
did it hurt?


    
    It’s Yun Jin’s first day on the job. Her apron smells like burnt caramel, she’s managed to almost permanently injure herself with the steamer twice already, and, as if that weren’t enough—

It’s Yun Jin’s first day on the job, and the most beautiful person she’s ever seen walks in.

Xiangling not-so-subtly elbows her. “Do you think she’s a vampire?”

“She looks—” Yun Jin begins, only for the words to die in her throat. She looks like a painting. Too pretty and too detailed to be real. Ethereal, ungraspable. That’s what she wants to say. Instead, she says nothing.

“Oh,” Chongyun says, apparently no longer staring longingly at the literature student that claims he only stops by so often for the muffins. Xingqiu, Yun Jin thinks his name is. “That’s just my aunt Shenhe.”

Shenhe. Fitting. Yun Jin can’t hide her smile. Doesn’t even try. She opens her mouth to say something like welcome, or what can I get you, or maybe even you must be Chongyun’s aunt but what comes out instead is, “Did it hurt?”

Shenhe blinks at her. “Excuse me?”

“When you fell,” Yun Jin says, and immediately wishes she could run and hide. God, she just—

Behind Yun Jin’s back, Xiangling laughs.

“I did not fall,” Shenhe says, face stoic.

“From heaven,” Yun Jin blurts. “I meant from heaven. It’s a—a metaphor. For how beautiful you are. Like an angel.”

Shenhe’s face softens. “Oh,” she says. “I didn’t realize. Thank you.”

“Aunt Shenhe,” Chongyun says, placing a hand on Yun Jin’s shoulder. “This is my friend, Yun Jin.”

“Hello,” Yun Jin says. “Can I—can I get you something?”

She should have started off with that, probably.

Shenhe orders black coffee, which she adds two spoonfuls of sugar to, and that—fits somehow. Initial bitterness overtaken by sweetness. Or maybe Yun Jin’s just being optimistic. She’s a performer at heart. Looking for symbols is instinctual, at this point.

Because—

There are stories everywhere.

And if hers with Shenhe begins with a bad pick-up line, then so be it. (Besides, she brought it on herself.)

The coffee shop is quiet, at least. Yun Jin can give herself a little room to rectify things. “May I sit with you?” she asks.

Shenhe smiles, and suddenly Yun Jin feels light-headed. “You’re welcome to,” she says. “I very rarely have company.”

“But you’re—I mean, you look very, um, very approachable. Yes, that’s what I—”

“It’s the first time I’ve been told that.”

“It’s true,” Yun Jin says. “Besides, you smell really nice. Like Qingxin flowers.”

The barest hints of pink bloom on Shenhe’s cheeks. “You’re kind.”

“I’m not. I mean, I’m really—I’m messing up. I’m sorry if I’ve made you uncomfortable. I was supposed to—this was training.”

Shenhe raises a perfect eyebrow in question. “Training?”

“Yes,” Yun Jin says, “for a part. I’m—I’m actually an opera singer. My character—we’re, uh, we’re doing a contemporary, experimental take on the classics. My character is a coffee shop worker. One with less reserve than me, I fear. I don’t—I don’t usually use pick-up lines like that, I guess I must have gotten a little too into character. I apologize.”

“Is that what they’re called?” Shenhe asks. “Pick-up lines?”

Yun Jin blushes. “Yes,” she says. “That is what they’re called.”

Maybe she should just flee. Make a run for it. Give up all field research and perform her part without it. Although—that wouldn’t do. She loves her craft. She’s good at it. And this is good for her, too. This kind of hands-on experience. It lends more life to the character. Besides, she wouldn’t have met Shenhe otherwise.

“Thank you for telling me,” Shenhe says, taking a prim sip of her coffee.

Yun Jin bites her lip so she won’t call her beautiful again. Shenhe must already know. Surely beauty this striking doesn’t go uncomplimented for too long.

“Miss Shenhe,” Yun Jin says. “Would you mind terribly if I asked you something?”

“Just Shenhe is fine.”

“Well, uh, Shenhe.” Yun Jin swallows. “Pick-up lines, like the ones the script attributes to my, uh, my character, well, they—they serve a purpose.”

“Oh, and what purpose is that?”

“Well, they demonstrate romantic interest in the person they’re employed on.”

Shenhe blinks. Realization seems to dawn on her. “Romantic interest?” she repeats.

Yun Jin nods. Her face feels like it might be on fire.

“And this is true in all scenarios?”

Warm, warm, warm— “It tends to be, yes,” Yun Jin says. Then, with foolish bravery, she tacks on, “It is right now. Is that—an issue?”

Shenhe’s smile changes, grows warmer. “I don’t think so,” she says.

Yun Jin smiles back. “In that case, would you mind helping me with my field research?”

“Field research?”

“Yes,” Yun Jin says. “My character also experiences true love during the opera, but I think—I think it would suffice to start smaller. Like coffee? I already know your order.” (She doesn’t wink, at least.)

Maybe Yun Jin is pushing her luck here. Shenhe could say no. Should say no, with how much of a fool Yun Jin has already made of herself. But Yun Jin hopes, still.

And Shenhe—

Shenhe looks at her, and says, “I think I would like that. Helping you.”

“Really? I mean—ahem, I mean thank you. That is—rather kind of you.”

“Perhaps I have a vested interest,” Shenhe says.

Yun Jin thinks she could just watch her exist, and it would suffice to get a taste of falling in love. Just sit here beside Shenhe and prop her chin on one hand and simply gaze at her as she takes sip after sip of her coffee. She can’t do that though. It would be too much. And technically speaking, Yun Jin still has a job to do.

“I’m glad I got to meet an angel today,” she says, and it’s really, really cheesy—overdone, even, unjustifiably clichéd—but Shenhe’s smile grows warmer still.

“I’m no angel,” she says.

Yun Jin winks at her. “Well, that’s for me to decide through further research, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Shenhe nods. “I suppose so.”

Yun Jin can’t wait. (Even if her apron still smells like burnt caramel.)
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