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“Did you lock your luggage?” 

They’re at the airport, and everyone is going somewhere, everyone except Beidou. She’s staring at the woman in front of her, the way her light blonde hair drapes across her back, the shape of her hand as it rests on the handle of her luggage, the way her eyes are locked onto the plane outside the large windows. She looks down when Beidou asks the question, not to check, but to look anywhere else but Beidou’s red eyes. 

“Of course I did.” Ningguang tucks a lock of hair behind her ear. The airport is full of white noise, the sound of footsteps overlapping with announcements over the intercom. Ningguang speaks softly, but Beidou hears her. 

(She always does. Always, always, always, when Ningguang has something to say, Beidou quiets down and listens. She listens attentively, adoringly, even though half the time she doesn’t know what the other woman is going on about.

She loves Ningguang.) 

Beidou nods absently, feeling incredibly out of her element. “Did you bring your passport? Wallet?” 

Ningguang scoffs lightly. “Now you’re just looking down on me. Why would I forget to bring such important things?” 

Beidou doesn’t answer. “Your phone? You brought your phone, right? And the keys?” 


   The keys to the apartment we bought together before you said you had to leave? 


Ningguang finally, finally, looks at her. 

“Yes,” she breathes softly, into the small space between them. “I brought the keys.”

Beidou decides she doesn’t like the airport. After today, it will become a place of parting for her. Everyone is going somewhere, including Ningguang, and suddenly all Beidou wants is for her to stay. 

“Good,” Beidou says woodenly, because she doesn’t know what else to say now that they’re finally here, fifteen minutes away from goodbye.

Ningguang reaches out a hand, placing it over Beidou’s so, so gently. “We’ll meet again.” 

And just like that, it’s like a string snapped between them. Beidou surges forward the same time Ningguang does, and they crash into each other’s arms. 

 It’s just being separated for a while,  Beidou thinks as she holds Ningguang tighter, squeezing the air out of her.  She’s not leaving forever, so why am I still crying?  

“You big baby,” Ningguang laughs next to her ear, but her voice is stuffy. Beidou breathes in her glaze lily perfume, the familiar smell calming her down. “We always find our way back to each other, don’t we?”

Beidou exhales, sniffling. “Yeah. Yeah, we do.” 

Beidou decides she doesn’t like the airport. 

 


 

Beidou loses her eye when she is five years old. 

There is a tree outside the kindergarten she and Ningguang go to, one that bears sweet, red apples the colour of Beidou’s eyes. When it’s playtime, Beidou rushes to the tree, clambering up the trunk with her short limbs. 

“Beidou!” Her teacher notices her when she swings herself onto the first branch. “ Beidou!  Get down here!”

“I want an apple,  laoshi! ” she yells back. The other children have crowded around the base of the trunk, some cheering her on, some staring with their mouths wide open. Their teacher opens her arms, gesturing frantically. 

“No, Beidou, it’s dangerous!” She beckons with her hands. “It’s not too high where you are, jump down,  laoshi  will catch you!” 

Beidou, stubborn even as a kid, turns away and climbs further. “I’m close,  laoshi! ” She frees a hand to point at the nearest apple, hearing a panicked gasp from her teacher. “It’s right there! I’m almost there!” 

“Beidou!” She stops climbing, looking down at the sound of the stern voice. It’s Ningguang, her neighbour and childhood friend. They’ve known each other since they were in cribs, and Ningguang is looking up at her, her usually passive face scrunched up with worry. 

“Beidou,” Ningguang calls again, her voice shaking, “listen to  laoshi . It’s dangerous; you’ll fall.” 

Her worry flies over Beidou’s head completely. “Ha, you want an apple too, don’t you, Ning? Don’t worry, I’ll get one for you, the biggest, juiciest one, just for you!” 

She twists further to give Ningguang a confident grin and a salute, but unbeknownst to her, a beetle has crawled onto the hand that keeps her hanging onto the tree. The bug bites her, and instinctively, Beidou lets go with a yelp of pain. 

She falls. 

It would have been a few scratches under normal circumstances, maybe a sprained elbow, but Beidou must have been incredibly unlucky that day. She falls face first, and her left eye digs into a sharp stone on the ground. 

She doesn’t remember much of the pain, because everyone erases memories they would much rather forget. She remembers wailing at the top of her lungs as she’s sent to the hospital, though. Most of all, she remembers Ningguang by her side, a mark on her elbow from how hard Beidou is squeezing her, tears falling from her face as she watches Beidou cry. 

 


 

Beidou isn’t allowed in the student council room, but she’s best friends with the president, so whatever. 

Ningguang is going through the proposals for the upcoming retirement of a teacher, her eyes sharpened with concentration. Beidou sits opposite her, lying down with her head in her arms, staring at Ningguang. 

It’s evening, the sun’s orange rays making a halo around Ningguang, and if this is heaven, Beidou thinks she’d gladly die. 

Instead of saying this, she asks, “So. What do you want to be when we grow up?” 

“I’m reading, Beidou,” Ningguang says pointedly, which means she’s preoccupied and wants Beidou to go away. 

Beidou shuffles in her seat, pushing her upper body forwards. “Come on, I’m sure you’re bored by now. So tell me, what do you want to be when we grow up?” 

Beidou is right, of course; she’s always right when it comes to Ningguang. The other girl looks up over the top of the papers, then sets them aside with a defeated sigh. 

“If I have to see the word ‘objective’ one more time…” she grumbles, closing her eyes and massaging her temples. Beidou grins as Ningguang leans back on her chair, collapsing her needle straight posture a few moments ago. 

“See, you need a break. Now let’s chat.” 

Ningguang opens an eye, shooting a glare at Beidou. “You’re inhibiting my progress.” 

“And you love me,” Beidou shoots back with easy familiarity, because they’ve done this before. Beidou wants Ningguang to shut up and go along with her a little, so she takes out this line. And always, always, Ningguang complies. 

(It probably means something, but Beidou is too young, too used to Ningguang’s presence, to know what.) 

Ningguang mimics Beidou’s posture, leaning forward so that she’s bent over the table, her chin propped in her arms. Their faces are very, very close. 

“I want to be a CEO,” she declares, her amber eyes steely with resolve. 

Beidou whistles. “Damn, honey, big dreams we got there.”

Ningguang’s cheeks barely colour at the nickname, and even then, Beidou thinks it’s the sunset lighting playing tricks on her. “I do have big dreams, yes. What are yours?” 

Beidou quiets down. They both come from poverty, but unlike Ningguang, who excels in her studies and strives to pave a path for herself in the world, Beidou is content with her life. She works part-time jobs at the restaurant near their school while Ningguang studies in the library. She learns to cut fish from the fishmonger while Ningguang learns differentiation. She helps old uncles sell newspapers while Ningguang helps teachers with administrative work. She has no idea what to do in the future while Ningguang has her whole life planned out. 

Because it’s Ningguang she’s talking to, she tells the truth: “I don’t know. I just want to do something I truly enjoy, I suppose.” 

Ningguang doesn’t judge her. Ningguang  knows  her, because Ningguang has taken the time and effort to know her. Because she’s special to Ningguang, and Ningguang is special to her. 

“I hope we meet somewhere,” is all Ningguang says. “The world is big out there.”


   (The world is big, but I hope our paths intersect.) 


 


 

After Beidou’s childhood incident, she returns to kindergarten, forever with an eyepatch covering her left eye. She’s good-natured about it, playing pirate with the other children and being praised for being so in character. It’s nearing the end of apple season, and when school ends, Ningguang leads Beidou to their teacher. 

“ Laoshi ,” she asks, “can you get two apples for us, please?” 

Their teacher squats down to ruffle their heads. “Of course. Wait here, I’ll get a ladder.” 

Ningguang shoots Beidou a pointed look behind the teacher’s back. “ This  is how you get an apple, silly. We’re still too young, but we can ask  laoshi  to get some for us.” 

They eat their apples under the tree, pressed close together for warmth in the chilly weather. Many years later, Beidou will look back on this incident, marvelling at Ningguang’s calmness, her acknowledgement of her own weaknesses, and her usage of the resources around her to attain her goal. 

Many years later, Beidou will realise this is when she knew Ningguang would be a businesswoman, before she even knew what that word meant.

 


 

Beidou is handing Ningguang a  bao  when it hits her: Ningguang might love her. 

More importantly,  she might love Ningguang. 

It’s a vegetable  bao  , because Ningguang is boring and doesn’t eat  da bao  s or  cha siu bao  s. She takes the  bao  from Beidou, her face relaxing as her cold hands come into contact with the heat emanating from the plastic bag. The scarf around her neck covers half her face, her nose scrunching up cutely when loose threads tickle her. 

And just like that, Beidou thinks this is love. Love is growing up together and fighting over toys and being the only constant in each other’s lives. Love is Beidou buying  bao s for Ningguang every day from the roadside stall on the way to school. Love is Ningguang always having a spare umbrella in her bag for Beidou. Love is telling each other anything and everything with nothing at all. Love is having so many things that remind them of each other, from Beidou’s polaroids of Ningguang to Ningguang’s pencil case full of Beidou’s stationery, because she always takes the wrong pens. Love is having this one person who fills her heart in this vast, empty world, where each person is a half but she’s lucky enough to find someone who makes her whole.

There’s no bombastic confession, because they don’t do that. They don’t  say  things. Ningguang, especially, is chronically allergic to speaking her mind when it puts her in a vulnerable position. 

So they don’t say anything. So Beidou hooks her arm around Ningguang’s waist as they walk. So they stop before entering their classroom.

So Beidou kisses her. 

Ningguang blinks, her mouth parting in shock, and then she breaks out into the widest smile Beidou has ever seen. She wonders why she didn’t do this sooner. She kisses Ningguang once, twice more for good measure, then three quick pecks just because she wants to, just because she can.

She’s never been happier. 

 


 

When Ningguang graduates university, she is immediately accepted into one of the biggest publishing companies in the country. Beidou is getting used to her security guard job, having worked there for nearly five years. She doesn’t know how things work in corporate establishments, but she knows that Ningguang’s workload increases with each passing day. At the start, she’d only have to read and edit a few articles before calling it a day, but then she was put in charge of magazines, and now, she’s overseeing the publishing and marketing of an entire book. 

It’s Friday evening when Ningguang comes home with the news that the company is promoting her once more, this time to a job overseas. 

“They’re making me the manager in Mondstadt,” she says, dropping her keys in the bowl on the kitchen counter. She looks a little faint, but not unwell. “Not just a branch office in a small region, but the head branch in Mondstadt.  Me . What?” 

“That’s great, Ning!” Beidou cheers. She’s ladling soup into a bowl, stopping to run over and give Ningguang a hug. 

“What?” Ningguang frowns slightly, her arms loose around Beidou’s shoulders. “Love, did you hear correctly? They want me to go to  Mondstadt  , another country. I’ll be  leaving .” 

Beidou pulls away slowly to face her, a soft, small smile playing on her lips. She leads Ningguang to the dinner table, taking away her lover’s coat and bag and laying them on the sofa. 

They sit face to face, Ningguang’s hands held tightly in Beidou’s. 

“Beloved,” she starts, earnest and endearing, “I remember how happy you looked when you told me you got your first job at the company. You got busier every day since then, yes, but you also come home with an increasingly fulfilled and satisfied smile. I’m watching you, my everything in life, thriving and reaching greater heights. How can I not be happy? I’m so, so proud of you I can’t even describe it.” 

“Wait, but—” Ningguang pulls a hand out of Beidou’s grasp to place on her forehead. “I–I need to think about this. I can’t just…up and leave you.” 

Beidou opens her palm, and Ningguang places her hand in Beidou’s again without a second thought. 

“Ning. Ning, love, look at me.” 

She does, forces herself to look in those loving eyes that want the best for her. 

“You’re going places, dearest,” Beidou continues. “I’d be lying if I say I’m not sad, or that I’m not afraid. You’ll be going overseas to be a manager for who knows how long, and I’ll be here, just the security guard of our small neighbourhood. You know CEOs from big companies, and I know my guard dog Taromaru and the old ladies in the neighbourhood. You’re flying, Ning, I can feel it, and I’m running on the ground, chasing after you.

“There are things you have to sacrifice to succeed, and you know what? I will gladly be that sacrifice. Don’t let me hold you back. Don’t hold  yourself  back because of me. And I’m not saying this in a self-deprecating way; I know how much I mean to you, and you know how much you mean to me. So what if you leave? Didn’t we say we’ll meet?”

Beidou knows the fear in Ningguang’s eyes, because it’s mirrored in her own heart.  What if time takes you away from me? What if we forget each other? 

Beidou rubs small, comforting circles in Ningguang’s palm. “Remember how you waited for me when I had to do detention after school?” she smiles. “I can do that too. It’s just waiting, isn’t it? We’ll wait for each other until time itself ends.” 

Beidou can count on one hand the times she’s seen Ningguang cry, because it only happened once, when Beidou lost her eye. Ningguang tears up in front of her now, the corners of her eyes turning red. Beidou holds on tighter. 

“Life is so short, Ning. Don’t settle for things,” she begs. “Take every chance you get, because you  deserve  it. You’ve worked so, so hard. You can love things that aren’t me, you can  want  things, my dear. You can love your job, just like I love my job. You can go chase your dreams, and make your life everything you’ve ever wanted it to be, and if I still have a part in that, we’ll meet again. I’ll stay here because I love what I do; I love helping people walk their dogs and fix lamp posts. I love mowing lawns and chasing thieves. And I’ll wait. I’ll wait for you to come back, or for me to save enough money to go to you, and then you’ll be stuck with me forever. Forever, you hear me?” 

Ningguang breaks into a teary smile, nodding.

“It’s a promise.” 

 


 

For a while, when they’re in their last year of high school, Beidou has this irrational fear that when they move past their teens, Ningguang will suddenly vanish. She’s afraid that Ningguang will move too fast for her to catch up. The fear chokes her when Ningguang is the highest scorer in their state for their national exam, while Beidou scrapes by with passes for all her subjects. 

When they graduate, Ningguang is accepted into the top business school in Liyue, and Beidou goes to work. 

With their savings, they rent a small one-room apartment together close to Ningguang’s university. Beidou finds a job as a security guard nearby. They move to their twenties, and Ningguang still hasn’t left. She stays in Beidou’s life, and Beidou knows it’s not out of pity, because Ningguang doesn’t do that. She doesn’t  settle  for things. She’s still here because she wants to be here, and that is the greatest comfort of all. 

Beidou really, really loves her.

 


 

Years pass, and Ningguang still doesn’t leave. 

 


 

“Leaving tomorrow?”

Ningguang bends to nudge her suitcases together before straightening and looking at Beidou, who’s leaning on the frame of their bedroom door. “You know that, Beidou, you helped me pack.”

Beidou laughs. “Yeah. Flight 0520, four p.m., yeah?”

Ningguang opens her arms, giving Beidou a small smile. “Yeah.” 

Beidou goes to Ningguang as easily as the sun sinks into the ocean. She wraps her arms around Ningguang’s waist and they sway together on the spot, forehead to forehead, heart to heart. Eyes closed, Beidou whispers, “Gate 3, seat 99?” 

Ningguang leans even closer, pressing their lips together. “Yeah.” 


   (This is how she knows she needn’t worry. So what if time moves faster than either of them can control? So what if they’ll be separated without a reunion in sight?  



   She could never forget this.)


 


 

The bowl on the kitchen counter is missing one set of keys, but Ningguang hasn’t left. Beidou can still feel their hearts intertwined. 

 


 

“Passengers of Flight 0520, please proceed to Gate 3 immediately.”

Beidou pulls away, blinking hard. “That’s you, love.” 

Ningguang takes a deep breath, adjusting her clothes. “Yeah.” 

“Got your passport? Wallet?” 

Ningguang breaks out into laughter, a weight lifting from her chest. “And phone, and keys, yes.” 

And so Ningguang walks to the checkout counter, turning every few steps. Beidou waves for her to keep walking, then jumps around while making heart signs. She sees Ningguang laugh, an elegant hand over her mouth, her eyes crinkling with mirth. She loves her. She loves Ningguang. Ningguang loves her. She keeps her eyes fixed on Ningguang’s back, until the familiar silhouette vanishes into the big, wide world. 

 Don’t look back, my love. There is no need for you to doubt that I’m here  .  And until we meet again, keep our memories in your pocket. 
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